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PREFACE 


The Smell Test 


This world is run by people who know how 
to do things. They know how things work. 
They are equipped. Up there, there's a layer 
of people who run everything. But we— 
we're just peasants. We don't understand 
whats going on, and we can't do anything. 


—Doris Lessing, in The Good Terrorist 


T= book really began while we were researching our first 
book together, Toxic Sludge Is Good for You! In the course of 
that research, we came across a striking passage in a public relations strat- 
egy document, published by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
for marketing sewage sludge as farm fertilizer. The document noted that 
there was a “major public acceptance barrier” to this practice—namely, 
“the widely held perception of sewage sludge as malodorous, disease caus- 
ing or otherwise repulsive. . . . There is an irrational component to public 
attitudes about sludge which means that public education will not be en- 
tirely successful.” 

In other words, people are irrational because they think sewage stinks. 

We found a strikingly similar passage while writing our next book, 
Mad Cow U.S.A., as we researched some of the unsavory practices used 
by the meat industry to dispose of its waste. One practice, called “render- 
ing,’ involves grinding up and cooking inedible animal parts and the 
corpses of diseased animals, which often arrive at the rendering plant in ad- 
vanced stages of decomposition. It’s a smelly process, as bad as or worse 
than what goes on in sewage treatment plants. Once again, we were struck 
by the way the industry dealt with odor complaints. Renderers had gone so 
far as to devise an instrument called a “scentometer’—a “small rectangu- 
lar chamber that contains two sniffing tubes for insertion into the nostrils.” 
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Using the tubes, a rendering plant manager could inhale filtered, theo- 
retically odor-free air to get a sense of how it compared with “ambient air 
odors.” Based on this pseudoscientific testing system, the industry had 
managed to convince itself that its odors were nonexistent or negligible. 
One industry consultant termed neighbors’ odor complaints a “form of 
Parkinsonian madness.” 

Once again, it seemed, the public was crazy if it detected any un- 
pleasant odors. The evidence of neighbors’ noses couldn't be trusted. Their 
complaints were “anecdotal,” as compared to the reliable, scientific data 
produced by the “scentometer.” 

The amazing thing about these passages was the serious, authoritative 
tone in which they were written. It would be one thing if these people 
were joking, but they were serious. They didn’t just think that they were 
pulling off a good scam. They literally believed that their “analysis” was ra- 
tional, objective, and reasonable, while their critics were deluded, preju- 
diced, and even emotionally unbalanced. They were the experts, and the 
public merely needed to be “educated.” 

In the popular image, scientists are dispassionate, objective searchers 
after truth. A scientist, this model assumes, is someone whose pursuit of 
the truth begins with independent discovery, proceeds to criticism by 
peers, and then to publication and use for the common good. In recent 
years, however, this idealized image has come under challenge from a va- 
riety of critics. Most academic critics of science focus on structural and 
economic factors that create unconscious bias, whereas the activist 
camps—environmental activists as well as the pro-corporate activists who 
campaign against “junk science’—focus on deliberately deceptive ma- 
nipulations by “corporate whores’ or “environmentalist fearmongers.” Un- 
conscious biases do undoubtedly exist, as do deliberate deceptions. Yet 
neither of these explanations is adequate. In order to understand the ma- 
nipulations that are practiced today in the name of science, it is necessary 
also to understand the particular habits and practices of a particular class 
of experts who specialize in the management of perception itself—namely, 
the public relations industry. 

“Perceptions are real,” proclaims the website of Burson-Marsteller, 
the world’s largest PR firm. “They color what we see . . . what we believe 
... how we behave. They can be managed . . . to motivate behavior . . . to 
create positive business results” (ellipses in the original).! 
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This credo does not necessarily tell you much else about what 
Burson-Marsteller believes. Just as attorneys are hired to advocate the 
point of view of their clients, Burson-Marsteller’s job is not to hold opin- 
ions of its own but to promote those of its clients. And yet companies like 
Burson- Marsteller have become important arbiters in determining which 
experts appear on the public stage. Burson’s clients have included the 
Philip Morris tobacco company, for which it created the National Smok- 
ers Alliance, and Union Carbide, whose reputation it helped repair in the 
wake of the Bhopal disaster. Like the experts that Burson-Marsteller helps 
cultivate and train to perform in the public arena, B-M’s own experts in 
perception management believe that the public needs to be manipulated 
for its own good. James Lindheim, B-M’s worldwide director of public af- 
fairs, offered an example of his reasoning in a speech to the British Soci- 
ety of Chemical Industry. The key, he said, lay in “some very interesting 
psychological and sociological research on risk perception,” which “sug- 
gests that the obvious, rational approach is not likely to succeed. . . . In 
fact, the research tells us that people’s perceptions of the sizes of various 
risks and the acceptability of these risks are based on emotional, and not 
rational, factors. . . . All of this research is helpful in figuring out a strat- 
egy for the chemical industry and for its products. It suggests, for exam- 
ple, that a strategy based on logic and information is probably not going 
to succeed. We are in the realm of the illogical, the emotional, and we 
must respond with the tools that we have for managing the emotional as- 
pects of the human psyche. . . . The industry must be like the psychiatrist: 
rationally figuring out how it can help the public put things in perspective, 
but knowing that dialogue can only begin with the trust on the public's 
side that says these people are taking my concerns seriously.” 

How does Lindheim propose to serve as the public's “psychiatrist”? 
How does he reconcile his role as a professional perception manager with 
his desire for “trust on the public’s side”? These are interesting questions, 
but it is even more interesting to ask why he believes the public is emo- 
tional and incapable of rational discourse. This assumption underlies the 
thinking not only of the PR industry's own experts, but also the thinking 
of the experts whom it promotes for public consumption. 

While this assumption is somewhat amazing, it is not necessarily in- 
sincere. It reflects a set of elitist values that have become all too common 
in modern society. Functioning at a philosophical and psychological level, 
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it amounts to a kind of anti—popular prejudice that is dangerously corro- 
sive of democratic values. We have written this book both to expose the 
PR strategies used to create many of the so-called experts whose faces ap- 
pear on TV news shows and scientific panels, and to examine the under- 
lying assumptions that make these manipulations possible. 


The Third Man 


A third party endorsement can position a 
new brand so that it’s poised for great 
success or, conversely, can blunt a serious 
problem before it gets out of hand and 
proves disastrous for a particular product or 
for a company overall. 


—Daniel Edelman 


founder of Edelman PR Worldwide 


S uppose we told you that this book holds the key to wealth 
beyond your dreams—and that it can make you stronger, 
healthier, more intelligent, and in every way a better person. More love in 
your life. Freedom from worry and want, and knowledge that will protect 
you from illness of all kinds. 

As a discerning reader, you would probably greet these claims with 
skepticism. “These guys are obviously snake oil salesmen,” you might 
think. “They would probably dress up in chicken suits if they thought it 
might get me to buy their book. There’s no way I’m falling for this.” 

Yet suppose we could supply testimonials from important-sounding 
people—trom people whose names you've heard and respect, or who carry 
impressive titles and credentials. You'll see that the publisher has placed 
a few testimonials on the back cover. We hope you'll take a moment to 
read them and ponder their significance. 

Better yet, suppose the testimonials came from people with no ap- 
parent connection to us. If that were the case, you might be less skepti- 
cal. And suppose we had some way of contriving things so that these other 
people were actually speaking on our behalf, while merely appearing to be 
independent. If we could put words of praise in the mouths of seemingly 
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disinterested, knowledgeable third parties—if we could get a buzz going 
even among your friends and neighbors—and if we could do all that while 
keeping you completely in the dark about our behind-the-scenes schem- 
ing—then, ironically, you might start to believe us. 

Of course, it’s highly unlikely that we could ever pull this off. Neither 
we nor our publisher could ever afford a scheme this grandiose. We're 
doing the best that we can, but we're no Microsoft. 


Trust Us, We're Anti-antitrust 


In April 1998, as the Justice Department's antitrust investigation of the 
Microsoft corporation began to evolve from a background nuisance into a 
serious challenge to the company’s future, a large binder of confidential 
company documents found its way into the hands of the Los Angeles 
Times. Leaked by an anonymous whistle-blower, the documents detailed 
a multimillion-dollar media campaign designed for Microsoft by Edelman 
Public Relations Worldwide, one of the world’s largest PR firms. The plan 
aimed to head off new antitrust investigations being considered by attor- 
ney generals in eleven U.S. states. The Times described the Edelman plan 
as “a massive media campaign designed to influence state investigators by 
creating the appearance of a groundswell of public support for the com- 
pany.” It proposed to hire local PR firms as subcontractors in Arizona, 
California, Florida, Michigan, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsyl- 
vania, Texas, Virginia, and Wisconsin. Freelance writers would be hired to 
write opinion pieces, which the local PR firms would then submit to local 
newspapers. “The elaborate plan . . . hinges on a number of unusual—and 
some say unethical—tactics,” noted L.A. Times writers Greg Miller and 
Leslie Helm, “including the planting of articles, letters to the editor and 
opinion pieces to be commissioned by Microsoft's top media handlers but 
presented by local firms as spontaneous testimonials.” In the words of 
the leaked documents, the goal was to generate “leveragable tools for the 
company’s state-based lobbyists,” positive press clippings that “state po- 
litical consultants can use to bolster the case” for Microsoft.’ 

With documents in hand, the reporters played a cat-and-mouse game 
with Microsoft spokesman Greg Shaw, who denied knowing about the 
plan until they informed him of the internal memos in their possession, 
in which Shaw's own name figured prominently. Presented with this real- 
ity, he smoothly adjusted his story, admitting that the Edelman plan existed 
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but describing it as merely a proposal. “The idea that we'd hire people who 
wouldn't identify themselves as representing Microsoft is totally false,” 
Shaw said. “Actually, the proposal we received is quite mundane.” 

After a few days of embarrassing editorials in the computer trade 
press, the Edelman plan was largely forgotten. A year later, it went un- 
mentioned when several news stories discussed an “Open Letter to 
President Clinton from 240 Economists” that appeared in the form of full- 
page advertisements in the Washington Post and New York Times. The ads 
were paid for by a California-based, nonprofit think tank named the In- 
dependent Institute, a conservative organization that had been a leading 
defender of Microsoft since it first came under fire from federal prose- 
cutors. “Consumers did not ask for these antitrust actions—rival business 
firms did,” the Open Letter stated. “Many of the proposed interventions 
will weaken successful U.S. firms and impede their competitiveness 
abroad. . . . We urge antitrust authorities to abandon antitrust protec- 
tionism,” stated the economists, who came from institutions as far apart 
and as prestigious as the University of California, Johns Hopkins, the 
University of Miami, American University, Loyola, Ohio State, Dart- 
mouth, Northwestern, Columbia University, Stanford, and Cornell.’ 

Underneath the letter itself, a paragraph at the bottom of the news- 
paper ads advised readers that for more information they should read a 
new book titled Winners, Losers and Microsoft: Competition and Antitrust 
in High Technology, published by the Independent Institute and authored 
by two of its research fellows, economists Stan Liebowitz and Stephen 
Margolis. The book was attracting favorable reviews from publications 
such as The Economist of London and Wired magazine. “Henceforth, any 
judges, economists, pundits or journalists who discuss Microsoft . . . with- 
out first dealing with the Liebowitz-Margolis critique should have their 
wrists soundly slapped,” stated the Wall Street Journal. 

Newsbytes magazine, a computer industry news service, noted that the 
Independent Institute's position “sounds like a brazenly partisan argu- 
ment for Microsoft,” but checked with a spokesman for the Independent 
Institute who said that Microsoft did not pay for either the Open Letter 
advertisements or the publication of Winners, Losers and Microsoft. The 
spokesman acknowledged that Microsoft was a member of the Institute, 
and “said membership dues for corporations start at approximately $1,000, 
but he would not comment on how much Microsoft has contributed to the 
institute over time,” Newsbytes reported.* 
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In September 1999, however, a second group of leaked internal doc- 
uments found its way into the hands of another reporter, this time Joel 
Brinkley of the New York Times, who reported that Microsoft was the 
largest single outside donor to the Independent Institute. During the 1999 
fiscal year, Microsoft had provided 20 percent of the institute’s operating 
budget. In addition to helping pay for publication of Winners, Losers and 
Microsoft, the software company had paid for the newspaper ads in which 
the Open Letter appeared. Brinkley’s documents included a bill from In- 
dependent Institute President David Theroux to Microsoft attorney John 
Kelly, in the amount of $153,868.67— the full price of running the full- 
page ads, plus $5,966 in airfares and expenses for Theroux and a col- 
league to appear at a press conference timed to coincide with the ads’ 
release. 

“Theroux has long acknowledged Microsoft is a dues-paying member 
of his institute,” Brinkley reported. “But he has insisted all along that Mi- 
crosoft is just one of 2,000 members’ and as such pays . . . an inconse- 
quential part of the organization's overall budget that gives the company 
no special standing. All Microsoft gets for that, he said, is ‘free copies of 
our publications, discounted tickets to our events.’ He has also main- 
tained Microsoft had nothing to do with the newspaper advertisements. 
The ads, he said in the interview, ‘were paid for out of our general funds.’” 

The documents leaked to the New York Times put the lie to these 
claims, but Theroux was unfazed, attacking Brinkley’s story as a “smear 
campaign” based on “purloined” documents. “It appears that some people 
in the computer industry may now be stooping to any and all tactics that 
might be used to discredit the Independent Institute and our powerful 
new book,” he responded. “Mr. Brinkley credits as his source, ‘a Microsoft 
adversary associated with the computer industry who refused to be iden- 
tified.’ . . . Bottom line: Do Brinkley’s charges make our book and the 
Open Letter any less credible or accurate? Absolutely not.”® 

The Independent Institute calls itself a “non-partisan, scholarly, pub- 
lic policy research and educational organization . . . that sponsors peer- 
reviewed, scientific studies on a wide range of economic and social issues.” 
That its defense of Microsoft was company-financed is irrelevant, Ther- 
oux claimed, because “the academic process we use is independent of 
sources of revenue.’ There is some truth to these claims. It would be a lit- 
tle too facile to portray the Independent Institute as a mere mouthpiece 
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for the company. As Theroux pointed out when its funding sources were 
uncovered, the institute was on record opposing antitrust laws since 1990, 
long before Microsoft came under federal scrutiny. And while professors 
Liebowitz and Margolis have worked on occasion as paid consultants to 
Microsoft, the positions they espouse in Winners, Losers and Microsoft 
were likewise developed years before the company became a target of 
government investigations. 

Yet it is also ridiculous to pretend that the Independent Institute is 
truly independent. Microsoft had an obvious motive for helping the insti- 
tute amplify its voice through major advertising, and it is precisely for this 
reason that the amount of its funding remained confidential until it was 
leaked to a newspaper reporter. David Callahan, a writer who has re- 
searched the relationship between corporate funders and conservative 
think tanks, notes that Microsoft's relationship with the Independent In- 
stitute is “perfectly legal given current tax laws,” but adds, “At the same 
time, something is clearly wrong with this situation. . . . It is naive to 
imagine that conservative think tanks aren't extremely beholden to their 
funders in the business world or to the corporate leaders on their boards. 
This is simply the way that the power of the purse works. Just as politi- 
cians can’t ignore the demands of major donors if they want to survive, nei- 


ther can institutions ignore their benefactors.” 


Potemkin Pundits 


During the reign of Catherine the Great in Russia, one of her closest ad- 
visers was field marshal Grigori Potemkin, who used numerous wiles on 
her behalf. When Catherine toured the countryside with foreign digni- 
taries, Potemkin arranged to have fake villages built in advance of her vis- 
its so as to create an illusion of prosperity. Since that time, the term 
“Potemkin village” has become a metaphor for things that look elaborate 
and impressive but in actual fact lack substance. 

Microsoft's financing of the Independent Institute is a modern-day 
public relations strategy that amounts to Potemkin punditry—the manip- 
ulation of public opinion by financing and publicizing views congenial to 
the public policy goals of their sponsors. When the Edelman plan was first 
exposed in the Los Angeles Times, PR industry trade publications inter- 
viewed public relations practitioners around the country who saw nothing 
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remarkable or particularly disturbing about the campaign. “Based on what 
I've seen it’s a fairly typical PR plan. It’s what we do,” the manager of a 
major PR firm said to Inside PR. 

One leading PR practitioner—Robert Dilenschneider of the Dilen- 
schneider Group—did criticize the Microsoft plan, calling it “a synthetic 
campaign.” The strategy was ethically wrong, he said, and dangerous to 
Microsoft’s own interests besides. “The media got wind of it, and they 
made the story the sleaze alley of the computer industry,” Dilenschneider 
said. “It has made Bill Gates, the richest, mightiest person in the world, 
look a little bit like the Wizard of Oz; a little bit of smoke and mirrors, no 
substance.”® But Dilenschneider’s critique was in the minority. 

“Media plans are routine in PR although they don’t sound too good 
when they hit print,” said Jack O'Dwyers Newsletter, another leading PR 
trade publication, which went on to offer some advice that Microsoft 
might want to use to avoid getting caught in the future: “PR pros we asked 
about this said: ‘Don’t put anything in writing you don't want to be on page 
one of your newspaper.’. . . “Talking points’ on the subject matter should 
have been distributed but no media relations methodology. Then, if the 
points became public, the press could only report on the length and 
breadth of Microsoft’s arguments.” 

As Microsoft and its defenders pointed out, in fact, its corporate ri- 
vals were also aggressively spinning the public debate, using a similar 
“media relations methodology.” Netscape, Oracle, and Sun Microsystems 
pushed their side of the antitrust case by launching the “Project to Pro- 
mote Competition and Innovation in the Digital Age” (ProComp). 
Netscape hired former U.S. Supreme Court nominee Robert Bork as a 
spokesman, a casting decision that Hollywood might term “playing against 
type.” Bork is the author of The Antitrust Paradox, a 1978 book sharply crit- 
ical of government antitrust rules. “Bork cannot easily be dismissed as a 
knee-jerk critic of big, successful companies,” noted the National Journal. 
“His reputation as Mr. Anti-antitrust goes back a long time; when he was 
a Yale law professor, his students nicknamed his course on the topic ‘Pro- 
trust.” ”!° Once in the employ of Netscape, however, Bork issued a 7,000- 
word position paper and opinion pieces for major newspapers, explaining 
that federal prosecutors were “simply stopping Microsoft from using its op- 
erating system as a club to bludgeon competition into the dust.”!' The 
anti- Microsoft coalition also hired former presidential candidate Bob Dole, 
now with the high-powered Washington lobbying firm of Verner, Liip- 
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fert, Bernhard, McPherson & Hand. Senator Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah), a 
recipient of $17,500 in campaign contributions from Netscape, Sun, and 
America Online, added further conservative firepower to the anti- 
Microsoft armada, as did the Progress and Freedom Foundation (PFF), a 
think tank with links to former House Speaker Newt Gingrich. PFF’s 
major financial donors included Netscape, Oracle, and Sun, along with 
other Microsoft adversaries, including Gateway 2000, IBM, Hewlett 
Packard, America Online, and CompuServe. 

Even the exposé of the Independent Institute that appeared in the 
New York Times turns out to have been orchestrated by the Oracle com- 
pany. In order to get the goods on Microsoft's funding of the institute, Or- 
acle had hired a detective firm to go “dumpster diving” through Microsoft's 
garbage, and had used the Washington PR firm of Chlopak, Leonard, 
Schechter & Associates to circulate the incriminating documents. !? 

None of these tactics are in any way unique to the computer indus- 
try. “This kind of plan is . . . part of the standard arsenal of companies in 
the cable and TV industry, and in other industries where there’s govern- 
ment regulation,” one source told PC Week magazine after reviewing the 


1.13? Computer industry columnist David Coursey 


Edelman PR proposa 
went further. “If you think Microsoft is political bad news, compare com- 
puting/software generally to the telecommunications, broadcast and cable 
industries,” he wrote. “Their political efforts make Microsoft look like the 
proverbial 98-pound weakling.”"* 

Grigori Potemkin, if he were alive today, would probably be amazed 
at the number and sophistication of the political facades that have been 
erected in today’s media landscape. Here are a few other examples of the 


process at work: 


e After Nigeria's military dictatorship executed playwright Ken Saro- 
Wiwa in 1995, the dictatorship and Shell Oil Company faced in- 
ternational condemnation. Nigeria's security forces had massacred 
villages and terrorized the indigenous Ogoni tribespeople in order to 
quell protests against the company’s natural gas drilling operations. 
Saro-Wiwa, an Ogoni leader, had denounced Shell for waging an 
“ecological war” against his people. Nigeria responded by ordering 
multipage, glossy color advertisements in black-owned U.S. news- 
papers and inviting newspaper editors on expense-paid “fact-finding 
tours’ of Ogoniland. Minority newspapers in the United States are 
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chronically strapped for cash, and the combination of windfall rev- 
enue and guided tours succeeded in blunting criticisms. In fact, 
several newspapers editorialized that it was “racist” to criticize Nige- 
ria's dismal track record on human rights. 


In the fall of 1997, Georgetown University’s Credit Research Cen- 
ter issued a study which concluded that many debtors are using 
bankruptcy as an excuse to wriggle out of their obligations to cred- 
itors. Lobbyists for banks and credit card companies seized on the 
study as they lobbied Congress for changes in federal law that would 
make it harder for consumers to file for bankruptcy relief. Former 
U.S. Treasury Secretary Lloyd Bentsen cited the study in a Wash- 
ington Times opinion column, offering Georgetown’s academic im- 
primatur as evidence of the need for “bankruptcy reform.” What 
Bentsen failed to mention was that the Credit Research Center is 
funded in its entirety by credit card companies, banks, retailers, 
and others in the credit industry. The study itself was produced with 
a $100,000 grant from Visa USA and MasterCard International, 
Inc. Bentsen also failed to mention that he himself had been hired 
to work as a credit-industry lobbyist.'° 


In Oxford, England, the Social Issues Research Centre (SIRC) calls 
itself an “independent, non-profit organization founded to conduct 
research on social issues.” It has issued a call to establish a British 
“code of practice” governing what reporters should be allowed to 
write about issues of science and public safety. Designed to put a 
stop to “irresponsible health scares,” the code stipulates that “sci- 
entific stories should be factually accurate. Breaches of the Code of 
Practice should be referred to the Press Complaints Commission.” 
Such a code is necessary, SIRC suggests, because of the public’s 
“riskfactorphobia,” a term it has coined to describe a condition of ex- 
cessive sensitivity to health concerns related to genetically engi- 
neered foods and foodborne illnesses. SIRC has also published 
popular reports in the British press about the pleasures of pub- 
hopping. When the British Medical Journal took a close look at the 
organization, however, it found that SIRC shares the same offices, 
directors, and leading personnel as a PR firm called MCM Research 
that claims to apply “social science” to solving the problems of its 
clients, who include prominent names in the liquor and restaurant 
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industries. “Do your PR initiatives sometimes look too much like PR 
initiatives?” asked MCM'’s website in a straightforward boast of its 
ability to deceive the public. “MCM conducts social/psychological 
research on the positive aspects of your business,” the website con- 
tinued. “The results do not read like PR literature, or like market re- 
search data. Our reports are credible, interesting and entertaining in 
their own right. This is why they capture the imagination of the 


media and your customers.’!° 


Corporate sponsors have formed “partnerships” with a number of 
leading nonprofit organizations in which they pay for the right to use 
the organizations names and logos in advertisements. Bristol-Myers 
Squibb, for example, paid $600,000 to the American Heart Associ- 
ation for the right to display the AHA’s name and logo in ads for its 
cholesterol-lowering drug Pravachol. The American Cancer Society 
reeled in $1 million from SmithKline Beecham for the right to use 
its logo in ads for Beecham’s NicoDerm CQ and Nicorette anti- 
smoking aids. A Johnson & Johnson subsidiary countered by shelling 
out $2.5 million for similar rights from the American Lung Associa- 
tion in its ads for Nicotrol, a rival nicotine patch. In 1999 manufac- 
turers spent $630 million on these and similar kinds of sponsorship 
deals, some unseemly, such as a deal between the Eskimo Pie Cor- 
poration and the American Diabetes Association, which was de- 
signed to create the impression that Eskimo's “Sugar Freedom’ line 
of frozen desserts was endorsed by the American Diabetes Associa- 
tion, when in fact the desserts contain high levels of both total and 
saturated fat—a risky dietary choice for diabetics, who have a 
propensity for obesity and heart disease. Although the nonprofit or- 
ganizations involved in these deals deny that the use of their names 
and logos constitutes an endorsement, the corporate sponsors have 
no such illusions. “PR pros view those third-party endorsements as 
invaluable ways to build goodwill among consumers for a client's 
product line,” notes O'Dwyers PR Services Report. For propriety’s 
sake, however, a bit of discretion is necessary. “Don’t use the word 
‘endorse’ when speaking to executives from non-profits about their 
relationships with the private sector,” O'Dwyers advised. “The pre- 
ferred non-profit vernacular is: recommended, sponsorship, ap- 
proved, or partnership.”!’ 
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e An organization called “Consumer Alert” frequently pops up in news 


stories about product safety issues. What the reporters almost never 
mention is that Consumer Alert is funded by corporations and that 
its positions are usually diametrically opposed to the positions taken 
by independent consumer groups such as Consumers Union. For 
example, Consumer Alert opposes flame-resistance standards for 
clothing fabrics issued by the Consumer Product Safety Commis- 
sion, and defends products such as the diet drug dexfenfluramine 
(Redux), which was taken off the market because of its association 
with heart valve damage. In contrast with Consumers Union, which 
is funded primarily by member subscriptions, Consumer Alert is 
funded by the industries whose products it defends—companies 
including Anheuser-Busch, Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, Philip Morris, 
Allstate Insurance Fund, American Cyanamid, Elanco, Eli Lilly, 
Exxon, Monsanto, Upjohn, Chemical Manufacturers Association, 
Ciba-Geigy, the Beer Institute, Coors, and Chevron USA.'® 


In late 1993, a group called Mothers Opposing Pollution (MOP) ap- 
peared, calling itself “the largest women’s environmental group in 
Australia with thousands of supporters across the country. . . . The 
group comprises mainly mothers and other women concerned with 
the welfare and rights of Australian women.” MOP's cause: a cam- 
paign against plastic milk bottles, centering on the issues of waste 
disposal, the carcinogenic risks of milk in contact with plastic, and 
reduction in the quality of milk as a result of exposure to light. “The 
message to the consumer is never buy milk in plastic containers,” 
said spokesperson Alana Maloney. Membership in MOP was free, 
which prompted some people to wonder how the group could afford 
to carry out expensive publicity in support of its cause. Although 
MOP claimed branches across Australia, Alana Maloney seemed to 
be its only spokesperson. Searches of basic public records, such as 
voting rolls, could find no such person. MOP’s letterhead listed 
three addresses in different cities, each of which turned out to be a 
post office box. Finally, in February 1995, an Australian newspaper 
discovered that “Mrs. Alana Maloney” was in fact Janet Rundle, 
who heads a public relations company called J. R. and Associates. 
Rundle is also a business partner of Trevor Munnery, who owns his 
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own PR firm called Unlimited Public Relations, which works for the 
Association of Liquidpaperboard Carton Manufacturers (ALC)— 
the makers of paper milk cartons. In the wake of these public reve- 
lations, MOP sank from public view and has since disappeared.!° 


Someone Else’s Mouth 


These examples share a common reliance upon a public relations strategy 
known within the PR industry as the “third party technique.” Merrill Rose, 
executive vice president of the Porter/Novelli PR firm, explains the tech- 
nique succinctly: “Put your words in someone else’s mouth.””? How effec- 
tive is this strategy? According to a survey commissioned by Porter/Novelli, 
89 percent of respondents consider “independent experts” a “very or some- 
what believable source of information during a corporate crisis.” Some- 
times the technique is used to hype or exaggerate the benefits of a product. 
Other times it is used to create doubt about a product's hazards, or about 
criticisms that have been made of a company’s business practices. The 
“someone elses” become Potemkin authorities, faithfully spouting the opin- 
ions of their benefactors while making it appear that their views are “in- 
dependent.” You used to see this technique in its most obvious and crude 
form in the television commercials that featured actors in physicians’ lab 
coats announcing that “nine out of ten doctors prefer” their brand of as- 
pirin. But advertisements are obvious propaganda, and the third party tech- 
nique in its more subtle forms is designed to prevent audiences from even 
realizing what they are experiencing. “The best PR ends up looking like 
news, brags one public relations executive. “You never know when a PR 
agency is being effective; you'll just find your views slowly shifting.’”?! 

It is hard to say exactly when or where the third party technique orig- 
inated as a conscious tactic for manipulating public opinion. Since antiq- 
uity, debates on important issues have frequently turned on appeals to the 
reverence that most people feel for a famous name. During the medieval 
period, the authority of priests and kings was considered a transcendent 
standard of truth, even when their doctrines clashed with the evidence of 
people’s actual experience and scientific experiments. People who ques- 
tioned officially accepted religious views were labeled heretics and could 
be arrested and killed on the grounds that he or she must have made a pact 
with the devil. 
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“It was only in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that 
argument from authority commonly came to be treated as a fallacy,” notes 
University of Toronto philosophy professor Douglas Walton in his book, 
Appeal to Expert Opinion: Arguments from Authority. “The rise of science 
brought with it a kind of positivist way of thinking, to the effect that 
knowledge should be based on scientific experiment and mathematical 
calculation and that all else is ‘subjective.’ ”* 

The rise of science accompanied a communications revolution, be- 
ginning with the printing press and continuing into the modern age of 
electronic media, and as Umberto Eco has observed, every new means 
of communication carries within itself a means of deception. Just as the 
invention of language made lying possible, the invention of mass media 
created newer, more sophisticated, subtle, and elaborate techniques of 
propaganda. Just as the anonymity of the Internet would eventually enable 
14-year-old boys to pretend to be 24-year-old lingerie models, the mass 
media made it possible for the first time to conceal the identity of the 
voices that appeared within it, to deliver messages while hiding the iden- 
tity of the messenger. It became possible to accomplish this act of con- 
cealment without ever committing an act of overt deception. Edward 
Bernays, the legendary “father of public relations” whose career we ex- 
amine in Chapter 2, demonstrated an inkling of this potential during one 
of his early assignments as adviser to the Waldorf-Astoria hotel, which was 
plagued by rumors that it was about to close. Bernays knew that denying 
the rumors directly would only give them more credence. Instead, he ad- 
vised his client to prominently announce the signing of a ten-year contract 
with its world-famous chef. The mere identity of the celebrated chef be- 
came‘a symbolic statement of the message that the hotel wanted to de- 
liver. 

“How can the persuader reach these groups that make up the large 
public?” Bernays asked in one of the early formulations of the third party 
technique. “He can do so through their leaders, for the individual looks for 
guidance to the leaders of the groups to which he belongs. . . . They play 
a vital part in the molding of public opinion, and they offer the propagan- 
dist a means of reaching vast numbers of individuals, for with so many 
confusing and conflicting ideas competing for the individual’s attention, 
he is forced to look to others for authority. No man, in today’s complicated 
world, can base his judgments and acts entirely on his own examination 
and weighing of the evidence. . . . The group leader thus becomes a key 
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figure in the molding of public opinion, and his acceptance of a given idea 
carries with it the acceptance of many of his followers.”?? 

For Jack O’Dwyer, the third party technique is what distinguishes 
public relations from advertising. “Your firm may want to deal directly 
with the public or with your employees, customers, suppliers, etc.,” he 
says, but this is not the best use of a PR firm. The most leverage will be 
when the firm supplies useful information to influential reporters and an- 
alysts who have large audiences. You get third-party endorsement and 
wide readership or viewership at comparatively low cost. . . . Look for 
third-party endorsements, not booklets, sales promotion and ads.”?4 
From a PR point of view, the third party technique offers several ad- 


vantages: 


e It offers camouflage, helping to hide the vested interest that lurks be- 
hind a message. If Philip Morris were to come out itself and declare 
that “attorneys need to be stopped from suing tobacco companies,” 
the message would be laughed into oblivion. Similar skepticism is 
bound to greet Bill Gates when he writes an editorial on his own 
behalf, or a polluting company when it claims that pollution doesn’t 
cause illness. Putting the same message in someone else’s mouth 
gives it a credibility that it would not otherwise enjoy. 


e It encourages conformity to a vested interest, while pretending to 
encourage independence. Sometimes, in fact, the message is de- 
signed to look like the very epitome of rebellion. Take, for example, 
a legendary publicity stunt orchestrated by Edward Bernays, which 
used suffragettes as third party proxies for the tobacco industry. In 
1929, Bernays was hired by the American Tobacco Company and 
charged with the task of persuading women to smoke—an activity 
that was then considered “unfeminine” and socially unacceptable. 
Bernays set out to turn this liability into an advantage by establish- 
ing cigarettes as symbols of women’s liberation. At his instigation, 
ten New York debutantes marched in the city’s 1929 Easter Sunday 
parade, defiantly smoking cigarettes as a protest against women’s in- 
equality. Bernays dubbed it the “torches of liberty” brigade. “Front 
page stories in newspapers reported the freedom march in words 
and pictures,” Bernays would recall later. “For weeks after the event, 
editorials praised or condemned the young women who had pa- 
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raded against the smoking taboo.” Women began lighting up in 
droves, and a few weeks later a Broadway theater let women inside 
its heretofore men’s-only smoking room.” 


¢ It replaces factual discourse with emotion-laden symbolism. Some- 
times the identity of the messenger becomes symbolically more im- 
portant than the content of the message itself. Timber industry 
consultant Ron Arnold, who founded the “Wise Use” movement as 
a pseudo-grassroots campaign against environmentalism, explains 
the rationale behind his use of the third party technique: “The pub- 
lic is completely convinced that when you speak as an industry, you 
are speaking out of nothing but self-interest. The pro-industry citi- 
zen activist group is the answer to these problems. It can be an ef- 
fective and convincing advocate for your industry. It can utilize 
powerful archetypes such as the sanctity of the family, the virtue of 
the close-knit community, the natural wisdom of the rural dweller. . . . 
And it can turn the public against your enemies. . . . I think you'll find 


it one of your wisest investments over time.’*° 


Serving the Self-Serving 


When they talk among themselves, PR professionals can be remarkably 
candid about their reasons for using the third party technique. During 
the Clinton/Lewinsky drama, O’Dwyer’s noted that “what the Clinton 
Administration needs are credible third parties—both in quantity and 
quality—rising to its defense. In a word, it needs PR.” Why? Because 
“third parties can say things that participants in a debate cannot.”’ 

In 1994 Neal Cohen, of the Washington-based PR and lobby firm 
APCO & Associates, used similar reasoning at a conference organized by 
the Public Affairs Council, a trade association for some of the nation’s top 
lobbyists. APCO was among the principal PR firms orchestrating the “tort 
reform” movement, which campaigns against “excessive” consumer lia- 
bility lawsuits and is heavily financed by the insurance and tobacco in- 
dustries. On the face of it, Cohen observed, tort reform is difficult to sell 
to the public. “It’s not a very sexy issue,” he said. “ ‘Tort’ to the average per- 
son is dessert, it isn’t a legal principle.” The whole purpose of tort reform, 
moreover, is to make it harder for everyday citizens to sue corporations. 
This is hardly the sort of cause that brings masses into the streets. In fact, 
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he said, people would reject the tort reform movement out of hand if they 
knew that the insurance and tobacco companies were behind it. “We want 
to pass a bill in Mississippi,” he said by way of example, “and we've got a 
problem: Our industry can’t pass the bill. If the legislators know we're the 
only industry that wants this bill, it’s an automatic killer. And just to make 
it a little more difficult, we've joined up with one other industry to fund 
this effort, and they are worse than us. People dislike them more intensely, 
and in fact they don’t even have any facilities in the state of Mississippi, 
not to mention the product they manufacture. . . . In a tort reform battle, 
if State Farm is the leader of the coalition, you're not going to pass the bill, 
it’s not credible. OK? Because it’s so self-serving.” 

In order to give tort reform any credibility at all, APCO had to figure 
out a way to reframe the issue, which they did by tapping into the public’s 
distaste for attorneys. “We built a coalition around the concept of ‘lawsuit 
abuse, ” Cohen explained, “and we enlarged the scope of the concept so 
that people understood how it would affect their pocket book, how it 
would address their fear, how it would deal with their anger at the legal 
profession. . . . Rule number one for me is stay away from substance. 
Don't talk about the details of legislation,” he advised. “Talk about . . . law- 
suit abuse, ‘trial lawyer greed,’ ‘increasing jobs.’ ” 

When building a coalition, Cohen advised, “you’d better have a com- 
mitted leader, a spokesperson, and you'd better train that spokesperson, 
and it should only be one person. . . . And if you can, find somebody who 
has stature and is not perceived as somebody who is typical. Somebody 
who . . . has the stature with the legislators.” If possible, the public should 
be brought in as well, but as props, not as participants. “We made sure that 
it was typical people mixed in with large employers and political contrib- 
utors,” he said. “We had 1,500 Mississippians mixed in with who our 
clients were. ... We had broadened the issue so it was identified . . . with 
a much broader group, and it was focused in as a constituent grassroots 
issue.” But appearances are one thing, reality another. “The problem with 
broad-based membership is—don’t confuse that with broad-based lead- 
ership,” Cohen advised. “Broad-based membership is ‘What does the pub- 
lic see?’ ‘What do the legislators see?’ Decision-making is, you need a core 
group, three or so people, who have similar interests and are going to get 
the job done and not veer off.” Other adornments, such as advertising and 
research-for-hire, help decorate the coalition tree. “We used every tactic 
we could think of to get a message out there,” Cohen said. “We also used 
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polls to get the media’s attention. . . . We did a research study using a local 
professor, we spent $5,000 on a study. . . . It was to get the media's atten- 
tion... . We used television [ads] in part to get the media's attention. . . . 


We also did billboards.’° 


Making News 


The news media is a natural target for the third party technique, both be- 
cause of its ability to reach millions of people and because the public ex- 
pects journalists to serve as neutral sifters of the truth. The PR industry 
has mastered the art of putting its words into journalists’ mouths, relying 
on the fact that most reporters are spread too thin to engage in time- 
consuming investigative journalism and therefore rely heavily on infor- 
mation from corporate- and government-sourced news releases. The news 
release as we know it today was invented in the 1920s by early PR prac- 
titioner Ivy Lee, a former journalist himself who realized that the more in- 
formation his clients provided to reporters, the less likely the reporters 
would be to go out and investigate for themselves. Early news releases 
were simple typed statements. Today, PR firms produce regular syndi- 
cated columns and have their own wire services, such as PR Newswire, 
that deliver the news releases instantly via the Internet to both print and 
electronic journalists. Jennifer Sereno, the business editor for a major 
daily paper in Wisconsin, says she prefers electronic news releases be- 
cause ‘the stories come up on our screens, as other wire stories do. We see 
them more quickly than we see faxes. . . . Its very convenient. We can 
send it electronically right to the reporter working on the story. Oftentimes 
it saves them some typing as well.”?? 

There is nothing inherently deceptive about issuing a news release, 
but this sort of practice has changed the modern information environ- 
ment in subtle yet important ways. A comparison of PR Newswire re- 
leases to actual newspaper stories shows that they are frequently repeated, 
verbatim or nearly verbatim, usually with no disclosure to tell readers that 
what appears on the page as a journalist's independent report is actually 
a PR news release. A study by Scott Cutlip found that 40 percent of the 
news content in a typical U.S. newspaper originated with public relations 
press releases, story memos, or suggestions. In 1980 the Columbia Jour- 
nalism Review scrutinized a typical issue of the Wall Street Journal and 
found that more than half of its news stories “were based solely on press 
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releases.” Often the releases were reprinted “almost verbatim or in para- 
phrase,” with little additional reporting, and many articles carried the slug 
“By a Wall Street Journal Staff Reporter.”*° There is no reason to think that 
the situation has improved since or that it is much different at other pa- 
pers. “Most of what you see on TV is, in effect, a canned PR product. 
Most of what you read in the paper and see on television is not news,” says 
the senior vice president of a leading public relations firm.?! 

This tendency is especially pronounced in the electronic media. Some 
PR firms specialize in the production of prerecorded public service an- 
nouncements and “video news releases” (VNRs)—entire news stories, 
written, filmed, and produced by PR firms and transmitted by satellite feed 
or the Internet to thousands of TV stations around the world. “In the early 
1980s, as news staffs were cut and airtime for news programming was ex- 
panded with cable television, we entered the golden age of VNR produc- 
tion and placement,” noted Kevin Foley of KEF Media Associates in 
Chicago. By 1991, ten VNRs a day were being produced—4,000 per 
year.” Today the number is much higher, although no one has an exact 
count. VNRs are used heavily by the pharmaceuticals and food industries 
in particular, which provide a steady stream of stories touting new medical 
breakthroughs and previously unknown health benefits that researchers at- 
tribute to oat bran, garlic bread, walnuts, orange juice, or whatever prod- 
uct the sponsoring client happens to be selling. A subtle touch is needed 
to make sure that the VNR looks exactly like real news. PR consultant 
Debra Hauss advises VNR producers against seeming “too commercial. 
Dont try to sneak in too many product mentions.”*? Sometimes VNRs 
will use narrators who have previously worked as on-air reporters. That 
these scripted stories are actually cleverly disguised advertisements is well 
understood by the people who work at TV stations and networks, but is 
rarely mentioned within earshot or eyeshot of the news-watching public. 
On the evening news every night you see—but probably don't recognize— 
VNR footage mixed in with stories that reporters have gone out and gath- 
ered themselves. Sometimes VNRs are used as story segments without any 
editing whatsoever, let alone a disclaimer to inform audiences that what 
they are watching was produced by a PR firm on behalf of a specific client 
with a specific propaganda interest. 

Kenneth Feather, director of the FDA's Division of Drug Advertising 
and Labeling, noted that medical VNRs manipulate the public when they 
promote drugs for unapproved uses or imply that the VNR sponsor's prod- 
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uct is superior to other products. A major problem, he said, is that virtu- 
ally none of them state that they came from the drug company but rather 
imply a third party. They use on-screen testimony from well-spoken doc- 
tors who have been coached so that their delivery perfectly fits the format 
of a news program, and the VNRs rarely mention that the doctors have 
been hired by the drug suppliers to test and promote their products. 
Often, in fact, pharmaceutical companies use VNRs to make claims for 
their products that would not be permitted under the FDAs rules for paid 
advertising. They can be used to promote unapproved uses of a drug, for 
example, or to create public pressure for the government to approve a 
drug that is still undergoing regulatory scrutiny. “Until recently, the drug 
companies have been largely discouraged from using TV commercials tar- 
geted at the public,” said Eugene Secunda, a professor of marketing at 
Baruch College in New York. “However, they have been less constrained 
in their use of new media techniques like the VNR, for which the FDA 


has not yet established formal guidelines.”34 


Virtual Surrealities 


The extent to which today’s media can manufacture false realities was 
satirized in the 1998 movie Wag the Dog, in which government advisers 
created a fictional war on a Hollywood sound stage to distract public at- 
tention from a presidential sex scandal. When Wag the Dog first appeared, 
critics praised its humor but thought its plot seemed implausible. Then 
President Clinton's affair with Monica Lewinsky became public knowl- 
edge. When Clinton announced a bombing strike against “Arab terrorists” 
on the eve of his own impeachment hearings, more than a few people 
began to wonder if the movie was really so far-fetched. The question 
lingers: How far will people in power go to manipulate and control our per- 
ceptions of reality? 

The notion that we live in an elaborate, technologically manufac- 
tured illusion has become a recurring theme in modern cinema. In Total 
Recall, Arnold Schwarzenegger discovers that his own memories are 
government-manufactured implants. In The Net, Sandra Bullock's iden- 
tity is erased by a corporation that controls the world’s information data- 
bases. In The Truman Show, Jim Carrey lives in a giant Potemkin village, 
unaware that his entire life is a made-for-TV fabrication. Virtual reality 
also figures prominently in later episodes of Star Trek, which feature a 
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“holodeck” where people go to experience synthetic adventures in a room 
that can be programmed to realistically simulate a Parisian café, a lush rain 
forest, or any other pseudo-environment that the programmer requests. In 
The X-Files, agents Scully and Mulder spend their days exploring a vast, 
labyrinthine conspiracy, convinced that “the truth is out there” but never 
quite able to discover it or even identify the conspirators. “This, it seems, 
is a proliferating notion in today’s world of film—blending theology and 
technology into a weird, low-level paranoia about existence,” observes 
film critic Ted Anthony.” 

This paranoia reflects a growing public awareness of what journalist 
Walter Lippmann described in 1921 as “the insertion between man and 
his environment of a pseudo-environment. . . . What is called the adjust- 
ment of man to his environment takes place through the medium of 
fictions.” 

Lippmann served as a confidential assistant to the U.S. Secretary of 
War during the First World War and participated in drawing up the terms 
of the armistice. The experience left him disillusioned about the future 
prospects for democracy, and in a book titled Public Opinion he readily ac- 
knowledged that all sides in the war, his own included, had lied to their 
own citizens about matters ranging from battlefield losses to the real post- 
war objectives of the warring governments. “We have learned to call this 
propaganda,” he wrote. “A group of men, who can prevent independent ac- 
cess to the event, arrange the news of it to suit their purpose.”?” 

The “pseudo-environment” of fictions was inevitable and necessary, 
Lippmann argued, in part because of limitations in the speed with which 
information could be transmitted to the public at large. Even a skilled tele- 
graph operator, he observed, could transmit no more than 1,500 words per 
day. As a result, foreign correspondents were forced to compress their 
firsthand accounts into a “few words,” which “must often stand for a whole 
succession of acts, thoughts, feelings and consequences. . . . It is doubt- 
ful whether a supreme master of style could pack all the elements of truth 
that complete justice would demand into a hundred word account of what 
had happened.” Rather than informed consensus, therefore, public opin- 
ion was bound to be a hodgepodge of half-baked notions and stereotypes 
based on incomplete information and the personal biases of individuals. 

Given the impossibility of educating the public about the full com- 
plexities of the world, Lippmann argued that democracy was unworkable 
“unless there is an independent, expert organization for making the unseen 
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facts intelligible to those who have to make the decisions.” The expert, 
he argued, would “exercise more power in the future than ever he did be- 
fore, because increasingly the relevant facts will elude the voter and the 
administrator. All governing agencies will tend to organize bodies of re- 
search and information, which will throw out tentacles and expand, as 
have the intelligence departments of all the armies in the world.”*° Lipp- 
mann thought this development would be a good thing and even recom- 
mended creating government-subsidized “bureaus of experts,” whose 
members would enjoy lifetime tenure.*! “The purpose,” he said, “is not to 
burden every citizen with expert opinions on all questions, but to push that 
burden away from him towards the responsible administrator. ”*? 

Complementing the rise of the expert, Lippmann also foresaw the rise 
of a specialized type of expert whose job would be to control and discipline 
the thinking of the masses. “As a result of psychological research, coupled 
with the modern means of communication, the practice of democracy 
has turned a corner,” he stated. “Persuasion has become a self-conscious 
art and a regular organ of popular government. None of us begins to un- 
derstand the consequences, but it is no daring prophecy to say that the 
knowledge of how to create consent will alter every political calculation 
and modify every political premise.”*’ 

The world we live in today differs from Lippmann’s in ways that he 
could never have foreseen. His argument about the difficulties involved in 
transmitting information from place to place not only seems irrelevant 
but absurd in today’s world of the Internet, camcorders, cell phones, fiber- 
optic cables, and satellite dishes. The information bottleneck no longer ex- 
ists. To the contrary, we are bombarded daily with more information than 
we can possibly absorb, and yet the modern information media have not 
eliminated the “pseudo-environment” of which Lippmann spoke. In fact, 
media noise has contributed greatly to its growth. 


The Disinfotainment Industry 


The creation of a media pseudo-environment is no easy task. It takes time, 
money, and advanced technology. No one knows exactly how much money 
is spent each year in the United States on corporate public relations, but 
$10 billion would be a conservative estimate. The PR industry has turned 
to the social sciences for help in developing techniques equal to the task. 
Psychologists, sociologists and opinion pollsters work in tandem with 
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computer programmers to develop complex databases so refined that they 
can pinpoint the prevailing “psychographics” of individual city neighbor- 
hoods. Press agents used to rely on publicity stunts to attract attention for 
their clients. In today’s electronic age, the PR industry uses 800 numbers 
and telemarketing, interactive websites and simultaneous multilocation 
fax transmission. Today’s public relations industry has become so perva- 
sive that part of its invisibility stems from the fact that it is, indeed, every- 
where—from T-shirts bearing product brand names to movie product 
placements to various behind-the-scenes efforts at “issue management,” 
“perception management,’ or “crisis management’ (to use just a few of the 
currently fashionable buzzwords). 

Some companies, with names like Capital Speakers, Inc., or Celebrity 
Focus, specialize in recruiting celebrity and expert spokespersons for the 
PR industry. Capital Speakers boasts that it can provide “access to virtu- 
ally any speaker or entertainer on earth.” Celebrity Focus says it allows 
clients “to focus on public relations, while entrusting the hiring of celebri- 
ties to seasoned professionals.”** Other PR consultants specialize in 
coaching would-be experts and nervous corporate executives in how to 
present themselves before Congress or on television: what clothes to wear, 
what color tie, how to sit or stand (spread your feet so your head won't 
seem to rock on camera), what words to use and how to pronounce them, 
and—when asked a question you don’t want to answer—how to say noth- 
ing while avoiding awkward phrases like “no comment.” The larger PR 
companies offer all of these services and more under a single roof—one- 
stop shopping for advertising, public relations, traditional lobbying, re- 
search, polling, direct-mail canvassing, and creating “grassroots” support 
for issues. 

The federal government is forbidden by law from spending money on 
public relations, but this has proved to be no barrier in practice, since the 
same activities go on under the rubric of “public affairs” and other eu- 
phemisms. In 1986, Senator William Proxmire asked the General Ac- 
counting Office how much money federal agencies spend on public 
affairs, and received an estimate of $2.3 billion—a figure that did not in- 
clude the PR activities of Congress or the White House. This number has 
surely grown since, although there are no government statistics or even 
standards with which to track and measure its growth. During the Reagan 
administration's military interventions in Central America in the 1980s, its 
Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean used 
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the third party technique to orchestrate media coverage of the war. On 
March 11, 1985, for example, Professor John Guilmarten wrote an op-ed 
piece for the Wall Street Journal alleging a dangerous arms buildup by the 
Nicaraguan government. “Professor Guilmarten has been a consultant to 
our office and collaborated with our staff in the writing of this piece. . . . 
Officially, this office had no role in its preparation,” noted an internal 
White House memo that was uncovered during the Iran/Contra hearings. 
The memo also mentioned op-ed pieces that its consultants had drafted 
to be signed by contra leaders and submitted to the Washington Post and 
New York Times, and spoke of using a “cutout” (CIA-speak for “third 
party’) to set up interviews between the contras and various Washington 
news media. In its first year of operations alone, the program claimed 
credit for 1,500 speaking engagements and for sending material to 239 ed- 
itorial writers in 150 cities—all the while concealing the fact that the 
White House was the source of the propaganda. 

Some PR campaigns are entertaining, some are merely frivolous, and 
some are undoubtedly beneficial to the public. The cumulative human 
cost of these experiments in thought control has nevertheless been pro- 
found. On repeated occasions in the twentieth century, experts in ma- 
nipulating public opinion have led the United States and other nations 
into war. Washington, D.C., is home to prominent PR firms whose clients 
include dictatorships that murder and torture their own citizens and even 
spy on the United States, while simultaneously lobbying for foreign fi- 
nancial aid and special trade favors. The private health care industry has 
launched massive PR and lobby campaigns on repeated occasions to block 
health care reform, with the result that the United States remains the only 
major industrial power on earth with a large population of uninsured— 
ranking near the bottom in terms of the actual health of its citizens despite 
spending more per capita on health care than any other nation.” 

There is nothing wrong with many of the techniques used by the PR 
industry—lobbying, grassroots organizing, using the news media to put 
ideas before the public. As individuals, we not only have the right to en- 
gage in these activities, we have a responsibility to participate in the de- 
cisions that shape our society and our lives. Ordinary citizens have the 
right to organize for social change. But ordinary citizens cannot afford the 
multimillion-dollar campaigns that PR firms undertake on behalf of their 
special interest clients, usually large corporations, business associations, 
and governments. Raw money enables the PR industry to mobilize attor- 
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neys, broadcast faxes, satellite feeds, sophisticated information systems, 
and other expensive, high-tech resources to outmaneuver, overpower, and 
outlast true citizen reformers. 

That we live in a world of media manipulations is understood almost 
instinctively by the public. Whether we see through a particular propa- 
ganda campaign or not, we all know that we live in an age of half-truths, 
weasel words, and slick image campaigns. When someone says, “That’s a 
bunch of PR,” they rarely mean it in a positive sense. “PR has become a 
catchall phrase for what the public doesn’t trust,” observes Betty Keepin, 
the president of a trade association for women PR executives. In 1994, the 
Public Relations Society of America and the Rockefeller Foundation began 
a five-year survey aimed at determining which types of public figures were 
most trusted by the general public. Forty-five different types of public 
figures were assessed, using a “National Credibility Index” devised by the 
PRSA to measure “the degree to which an individual trusts the person ad- 
vocating or espousing a position on an issue.’ To the PRSA’s dismay, pub- 
lic relations professionals came almost at the bottom—number 43, just 
below “famous athletes” and barely squeaking past “famous entertainers” 
and “TV or radio talk show hosts.”*° 

The PRSA’ study was completed in 1999 and released with little 
fanfare on Friday, June 18—“just before the Fourth of July vacation period 
and a favorite ‘burying ground’ for those trying to minimize publicity,” 
noted the PR trade publication O’Dwyers. The survey prompted a few ex- 
pressions of concern from industry practitioners, some of whom suggested 
that perhaps they should Jaunch a “PR for PR” campaign. Others re- 
signedly admitted that any such campaign would probably be doomed to 
failure. But for Dave Siefert, president of the International Association of 
Business Communicators, the results were neither surprising nor partic- 
ularly bad news. PR pros work “in the background,” he said, and people 
“see the results of our work, not our personal involvement.” The public re- 
lations industry itself may lack credibility, but PRSA’s survey showed that 
“national experts” were the third most trusted type of public figure in 
America (after Supreme Court justices and schoolteachers). And after 
all, Siefert said, “the national experts are often delivering messages de- 
veloped by PR pros.”*’ 

The media stage on which much of modern public life is conducted 
has created two kinds of experts—the spin doctors behind the scenes, and 
the visible experts that they select, cultivate, and offer up for public con- 
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sumption. The experts who work behind the scenes prefer to stay there, 
because invisibility is necessary to achieve their illusions. “Guys in my 
business hate becoming public figures . .. when we don’t control it,” says 
former Reagan aide Edward Rollins, now a vice president at Edelman.*® 
Today's wizards of spin are rather like the Wizard of Oz. They have per- 
fected the craft of speaking in a booming, magisterial voice that inspires 
admiration and awe, but they fear being unmasked for what they really 
are—showmen who have learned to use hidden wires, smoke, and mirrors 
to make little men and little ideas seem grand and convincing. There is a 
reason that the Wizard begged Dorothy to “pay no attention to that man 
behind the curtain.” But she had to look, and understand the contrivance 
behind his magic, before she could find her way back home. 


The Birth of Spin 


Few developments from the Civil War to the 
present stand out so vividly or account for so 
much of the shape of modern America as the 
growth of the professions and the steady 
retreat of the layman before the ever- 
expanding claims of professional expertise. 
—Thomas L. Haskell! 


Q itting atop a raised platform canopied in white, philan- 
w thropist Charles T. Yerkes sat blushing as eight hundred dig- 
nitaries greeted him with a standing ovation. William Rainey Harper, the 


president of the University of Chicago, praised his “sincerity and sim- 
plicity.” The head of the university board of trustees said that Yerkes had 
helped build a monument to spiritual values in a materialistic age, con- 
tributing “to the uplifting of men and upbuilding of character.” 

The occasion was the dedication of Chicago's new astronomical ob- 
servatory on October 21, 1897, to which Yerkes had made a substantial fi- 
nancial contribution. When Yerkes himself rose to speak, his modestly 
phrased remarks hinted discreetly at the altruistic nature of his gift. “One 
reason why the science of astronomy has not more helpers,” he said, “is on 
account of its being entirely uncommercial. There is nothing of moneyed 
value to be gained by the devotee of astronomy; there is nothing that he 
can sell.”? 

Nothing to sell, perhaps, but Yerkes was definitely trying to buy some- 
thing—specifically, perfume for a bad reputation. Current flattery aside, 
he was one of the most hated men in the city, a robber baron who had 
spent time in prison for misappropriation of funds before developing a 
winning business strategy that he described as “buy old junk, fix it up a lit- 
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tle, and unload it upon other fellows.” Yerkes had built an empire by con- 
trolling the city’s lucrative new electric streetcars, whose poorly strung 
power lines had killed or injured 382 people in 1895 alone. His crude at- 
tempts to bribe Illinois legislators had sparked a civic reform movement 
called the Citizens Independent Anti-Boodle League. The university offi- 
cials and astronomers who courted his contribution understood full well, 
as did the rest of the city, that his investment in the observatory was a 
thinly disguised attempt to buy a new image. In retrospect, it is hard to say 
who was playing whom for a fool that day. After the day’s pageantry, the 
Chicago newspapers and the Anti-Boodle League returned to their at- 
tack. Yerkes was eventually driven from the city in disgrace and died a few 
years later in poverty and obscurity. 

From the perspective of today, the most striking thing about Yerkes 
and his charitable gesture was its almost quaint ineffectuality. He may 
have been a scoundrel, but he was no PR man. In 1897, in fact, the term 
“public relations” had not yet been invented. 

Contrary to Yerkes’s comment about its lack of helpers, astronomy was 
actually the most popular object of scientific philanthropy in nineteenth- 
century America. Civic groups went door-to-door collecting subscriptions 
to finance the construction of telescopes, with different cities vying for the 
honor of owning the instrument with the largest lens. As Yerkes observed 
during his brief moment of public approval, astronomy was an “entirely un- 
commercial” subject of study—literally, stargazing—and its noncommer- 
cial nature was precisely what explained its appeal. People turned to it the 
way they turned to art museums or great literature. They gazed into the 
heavens, pondered the mysteries of creation, and philosophized about the 
nature of the universe. Science and technology in those days were still 
seen as two very different things. The electric motors that drove Yerkes’s 
streetcars were technology in action—machines of brute force, the ulti- 
mate expressions of industrial power and Yankee ingenuity. “Science” was 
something else, something both finer and less practical—the work of ec- 
centric scholars who scribbled notes in makeshift labs, dug up dinosaur 
bones and rock samples in remote lands, hatched new theories and tested 
them with whatever scant resources they could scrape together. Their 
quaint explorations were appreciated but not particularly revered, nor 
were they particularly well-funded. “American indifference to science and 
scientists was . . . the perfectly natural consequence of the fact that nei- 
ther science nor science-oriented technology was a particularly conspic- 
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uous feature of nineteenth-century American life,” observes historian 
Howard Miller. “Not until the twentieth century would industrial, agri- 
cultural, and military technology force public recognition that research 
was a national resource. Until then scientists would in general remain, as 
one of them termed it, ‘inoffensive but curious and useless members of the 
social order.’ ”? 

Thomas Alva Edison, the “wizard of Menlo Park,” was an inventor 
and tinkerer—a technological innovator, not a scientific researcher. His 
“invention factory” at Menlo Park, New Jersey, turned out literally hun- 
dreds of world-transforming gadgets—the typewriter, the phonograph, 
the lightbulb, the telegraph, storage batteries, electric meters and motors, 
moving pictures—yet in his entire career Edison made only one discov- 
ery that could be called “pure science”: the observation that heated met- 
als in a vacuum emit electrons. Because this phenomenon had no utility 
for his purposes, he simply wrote it down in a notebook and forgot about 
it. His success as an inventor and businessman, however, made him a pro- 
totype for scientists to come. Automaker Henry Ford, a close friend and 
admirer, observed that Edison “definitely ended the distinction between 
the theoretical man of science and the practical man of science, so that 
today we think of scientific discoveries in connection with their possible 
present or future application to the needs of man. He took the old rule- 
of-thumb methods out of industry and substituted exact scientific knowl- 
edge, while on the other hand, he directed scientific research into useful 
channels.” 

“Useful channels,” in Edison’s eyes and certainly in Ford's, were vir- 
tually synonymous with commercial viability. Their concept of science fit 
perfectly within the American pragmatic tradition, and it was a concept 
that certainly had its virtues. Its flaws were less immediately obvious. 


Galileo vs. the Guardians 


Historically, science has often allied itself with the political philosophy of 
democracy. To function freely, science depends upon the democratic val- 
ues of free speech, thought, and association, and in fact the ancient Greek 
democracies were the first Western societies to produce a substantial sci- 
entific literature. The Dark Ages brought both a return to authoritarian 
governments and a suppression of scientific inquiry, which threatened 
the absolute dogmas handed down from King and Church. The Italian 
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mathematician and astronomer Galileo Galilei has come to symbolize 
both scientific genius and the importance of intellectual freedom for his 
persistent efforts to prove that the earth travels around the sun. Con- 
demned in 1633 as a heretic by the Roman Inquisition, Galileo spent the 
last eight years of his life under house arrest. Eventually, of course, his as- 
tronomical conclusions won unanimous acceptance, and today he is fre- 
quently cited as an example of steadfast scientific dissent in the face of 
repressive orthodoxy. 

The philosophy of democracy has as its core doctrine the belief that 
“the people” are better qualified to make decisions that affect their lives 
than anyone else. It follows from this assumption that governments should 
be elected by the people and serve their interests. Other institutions, such 
as corporations, are permitted to pursue their private goal of making 
money, but their activities may be restricted if the public deems them 
harmful. 

Throughout history, the alternatives to this democratic worldview 
have been variations on the theme of “guardianship’—the notion that 
people are not really able to make wise decisions and therefore need to be 
governed by someone who is smarter, better informed, more rational, or 
somehow better fit to rule. Plato thought that society should be governed 
by “philosopher-kings’—men who understood the “science of ruling” and 
possessed the ability to see beyond appearances and grasp the essential 
“forms” of true justice. Since this ability is assumed to be rare, it follows 
that letting “the people” govern will lead to chaos, anarchy, and bad poli- 
cies. The notion that people need a guardian to govern on their behalf has 
been used as a rationale by authoritarian governments of all stripes, from 
the monarchies of Europe to the Marxist-Leninist states in China and 
Russia to the military regimes that have ruled by terror in places like Ar- 
gentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, and Nigeria. 

In reality, Plato’s “royal science” of governance is a chimera. Politics 
is more of an art than a science. It depends on moral propositions that can- 
not be reduced to mathematical or physical “scientific laws.” Should abor- 
tion be legal? Is it moral to build nuclear weapons? Should poor people 
have access to free medical care? These are only a few of the important 
questions that do not have scientific or technical answers. 

In the struggle between democracy and guardianship, science has 
acquired a unique and often contradictory role. Heretic stargazers such as 
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Galileo have led scientific rebellions against society's guardians, but oth- 
ers have eagerly served the royal courts, sometimes even imagining that 
their specialized knowledge entitles them to become rulers themselves. 

Sir Francis Bacon, who is widely regarded as the philosopher re- 
sponsible for first codifying the modern scientific method, served as Lord 
Chancellor of England under King James the First. He was hardly an 
enemy of guardianship, but he recognized that the doctrines of his day, 
based on royal authority and religious tradition, had become stagnant. 
“The many surrender themselves to the leadership of one . . . and become 
incapable of adding anything new,” he wrote. “For when philosophy is 
severed from its roots in experience, whence it first sprouted and grew, it 
becomes a dead thing.” By contrast, he observed, the scientific method 
had shown its ability to “acquire new strength and capacities” by drawing 
upon “the talents of many individuals.” As an alternative to the concept 
of rule by philosopher-kings, he envisioned a utopian society run by a 
technical elite, which would draw upon the knowledge generated by sci- 
ence in order to govern in the interests of efficiency, order, and progress. 

The Royal Society for the Improvement of Natural Knowledge, 
founded in 1660 as England's official scientific society, drew much of its 
inspiration from Bacon's belief that scientific knowledge should come 
from all quarters and walks of life. At the time of the society's charter, two- 
thirds of its members were interested amateurs rather than full-time sci- 
entists. Rather than narrow specialists, scientists of the period were 
wide-ranging intellectuals interested in all of the ideas of the day, from 
physics to theology. They combined passion for knowledge with practical 
interests in commerce, agriculture, and industry. “We find noble rarities 
to be every day given in,” wrote Bishop Sprat, the first historian of the So- 
ciety, “not only by the hands of the learned, but from the shops of me- 
chanics, voyages of merchants, ploughs of husbandmen, gardens of 
gentlemen.” 

Simultaneously, however, an unmistakable thread of elitism ran 
through the thinking of the scientific utopians. Bacon openly disdained 
the “innate depravity and malignant disposition of the common people” 
and viewed science as a way to teach “the peoples [to] take upon them the 
yoke of laws and submit to authority, and forget their ungovernable atti- 
tudes.” Likewise, Sprat of the Royal Society saw particular value in the 
participation of its noble-born, amateur members—‘gentlemen, free and 
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unconfined . . . who by the freedom of their education, the plenty of their 
estates and the usual generosity of noble blood, may be well supposed to 
be most averse from sordid considerations.” 

In France the philosophes, whose thinking helped inspire the French 
Revolution, dreamed of doing to government what Sir Isaac Newton had 
done to the human understanding of mathematics and physics. They be- 
lieved that once men grasped the underlying “fundamental laws” of 
human society, they would be able to operate the “world-machine” 
smoothly and efficiently for the betterment of all.8 This belief found re- 
alization in the Jacobin movement, whose goal, notes historian Lewis 
Coser, was “to make France over in the image of pure reason.” And yet it 
was precisely the intensity of the Jacobin commitment to “pure reason” 
and “obedience to the law of nature, which intends every man to be just,” 
that led to the French Terror and rule by guillotine. “As long as the de- 
mands of nature were violated, as long as there were corruption and ras- 
cals and lukewarm concern with public virtue, the purge must continue,” 
Coser observes. “In the pursuit of so exalted an aim, men invested with 
high purpose and morally invulnerable need feel no pity. Their opponents 
were not in error; they were in sin. They could therefore be exterminated 
in good conscience.” 

A great gulf obviously separated reality from revolutionary ideals, and 
yet the utopian vision of a world made perfect by reason proved too cap- 
tivating to abandon. As the French Revolution gave way to disillusion- 
ment, philosopher Claude-Henri Saint-Simon became one of the most 
popular thinkers of the nineteenth century and has had a profound influ- 
ence on later generations of thinkers. E. H. Carr has aptly described him 
as “the precursor of socialism, the precursor of the technocrats, and the 
precursor of totalitarianism.”!° Like Sir Francis Bacon, Saint-Simon be- 
lieved that science and technology would “solve major social as well as 
technical problems.” In order for technical experts to run society, however, 
the “unenlightened masses” had to be controlled. This in turn implied a 
“need to abandon mass democracy and, in turn, politics.”’' In their place, 
he proposed establishing a new science that would guide all of the others, 
which he called the “science of organization.”!? . 

Saint-Simon’s ideas were promulgated further by his primary disciple, 
August Comte, who believed that politics should eventually become a 
form of “applied physics.” Their thinking was similar in many respects to 
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the ideas of the Jacobins. The main difference was that the terrors and tri- 
als of revolution had taught Saint-Simon and Comte a certain hostility to 
politics and even to democracy itself, leading to a “deep-seated conviction 
that politicians should be replaced by scientific and technical elites. These 
ideas,” writes sociologist Frank Fischer, “occur again and again through- 
out technocratic writings. Only the historical circumstances change; the 
ideas themselves remain remarkably constant.” 

Science, far from being merely a way to study the physical world, 
had undergone a dramatic transformation. The hard science of physics, 
with its precise measurements and exact mechanical laws, had become a 
metaphor, a model of rationality and discipline that people attempted to 
imitate as they studied softer subjects such as biology, language, human 
behavior and even the behavior of entire societies. Somehow it didnt 
seem to matter that none of these subjects lent themselves to precise 
measurements and predictions. Science had ceased to be merely a 
methodology and had become an ideology as well. 

As an ideology, it lent itself to diverse and conflicting political uses. 
In England, the Utilitarians adopted an air of scientific rigor as they set out 
to collect data in support of abolishing the British Poor Law, the welfare 
system of the day. In its place, they imposed the more “efficient” (i.e., 
cheaper) workhouse system, whose vicious exploitation of the poor would 
later be depicted with heartrending detail in the novels of Charles Dick- 
ens. Somewhat later, the Fabian Socialists would pave the way for the 
British welfare state with similar assiduous compilations of meticulous, 
statistics-laden reports, through which they aimed to establish themselves 
as “unofficial expert ‘clerks’ to any decision-maker hampered by lack of ex- 
pert advice.”'* The Utilitarian obsession with data collection also led to the 
compilation of the famous Victorian Blue Books, the densest collection of 
social statistics in human history, which in turn became the source from 
which Karl Marx drew all of the information he needed for his damning 
indictment of capitalism. The Marxist “science” of history and class strug- 
gle inspired the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, with its own belief in com- 
pletely rational state power wielded by militant intellectuals. Like the 
Jacobins, the Bolsheviks believed that they were scientifically manipulat- 
ing “objective laws of history” in order to create an ideal society. Once 
again, these ideals degenerated in practice into a new system of bureau- 
cratic tyranny and repressive terror. 
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The “Science of Ruling” Comes to America 


In the United States, the technocratic agenda found prominent expression 
in the Progressive movement that emerged in the last quarter of the nine- 
teenth century. Herbert Croly, the founder of The New Republic magazine, 
was deeply influenced by the philosophy of August Comte, as was Walter 
Lippmann. Meanwhile, on the conservative side of the political ledger, 
Frederick Taylor was developing his theories of “scientific management.” 
Using time and motion studies of workers, he sought to design factories 
and the work process in ways that would maximize productivity. His ap- 
proach appealed not only to capitalists but to Russian revolutionary leader 
V. I. Lenin, who urged Soviet factories to “organize the study and teach- 
ing of the Taylor system,” which he called one of the “greatest scientific 
achievements in the field of analyzing mechanical motions during work, 
the elimination of superfluous and awkward motions, the elaboration of 
correct methods of work, the introduction of the best system of account- 
ing and control. ”!’ 

“The functions of scientific management were twofold,” observes Fis- 
cher. “First, they were to enter the workplace to learn (through time and 
motion studies) what the workers already knew: how to plan and direct the 
details of the work process. Second, through managerial planning and 
analysis, Taylorites were to employ this newly gained knowledge to ‘effi- 
ciently redesign the production process under management control. ... On 
the shop floor, the division of labor was increased by giving workers more 
specialized, less complex tasks. As a cost-saving device, it permitted the 
substitution of cheaper, less skilled workers for skilled workers. Work was 
less interesting and more repetitive for the worker, but it was more prof- 
itable for management. To foil resistance, Taylor's strategy also introduced 
a number of technical changes. For example, work was designed to make 
the production process incomprehensible to workers. . . . As Taylor put it, 
‘all possible brain work should be removed from the shop and centered in 
the planning or layout department.’ ”'® 

Not only were workers denied control over their own work processes, 
they were declared psychologically unfit for rational thought. Here, the im- 
petus came from the much-cited “Hawthorne Studies,” which probably re- 
main the most widely analyzed and discussed experiments in the history 
of the social sciences. Named after a Western Electric plant where the 
studies were conducted, the Hawthorne Studies were led by Harvard Uni- 
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versity professor Elton Mayo, who studied groups of women workers in an 
effort to determine what factors made them more productive. The 
Hawthorne Studies became influential not because of what they “proved,” 
but because Mayo’s conclusions found a ready audience in the business 
community. He claimed that there was a fundamental psychological dif- 
ference between workers and management. Whereas management acts on 
the basis of logic and rationality, he said, workers are motivated by emo- 
tions." 

The period between World Wars I and II came to be known as the 
“Age of the Machine.” It was during this period that mechanical tech- 
nologies diffused throughout society. The automobile came into fashion. 
Machines became symbols of rationality, order, efficiency, power, and 
progress.!8 A fledgling “technocracy movement” arose in the United States 
that saw “science banishing waste, unemployment, hunger, and insecurity 
of income forever . . . we see science replacing an economy of scarcity with 
an era of abundance . . . we see functional competence displacing 
grotesque and wasteful incompetence, facts displacing disorder, industrial 
planning displacing industrial chaos.”!? Sometimes calling itself “Tech- 
nocracy, Inc.,” the movement exhibited protofascistic tendencies: “Orga- 
nized around a rigid hierarchical structure, the members of technocracy 
featured gray uniforms with special insignias, drove a fleet of gray auto- 
mobiles, and greeted one another with a special salute,” Fischer notes.*° 

In the wake of the First World War, observed contemporary historian 
Frederick Lewis Allen, science was “the one great intellectual force which 
had not suffered disrepute. . . . The prestige of science was colossal. The 
man in the street and the woman in the kitchen, confronted on every 
hand with new machines and devices which they owed to the laboratory, 
were ready to believe that science could accomplish almost anything; and 
they were being deluged with scientific information and theory. The news- 
papers were giving columns of space to inform (or misinform) them of the 
latest discoveries; a new dictum from Albert Einstein was now front-page 
stuff even though practically nobody could understand it. Outlines of 
knowledge poured from the presses to tell people about the planetesimal 
hypothesis and the constitution of the atom, to describe for them in un- 
warranted detail the daily life of the cave-man, and to acquaint them with 
the electron, endocrines, hormones, vitamins, reflexes and psychoses.”?! 

The 1920s was also the period when the psychosexual theories of 
Sigmund Freud found a mass audience. “Psychology was king,” Allen ob- 
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serves. “Freud, Adler, Jung and Watson had their tens of thousands of 
votaries; intelligence-testers invaded the schools in quest of I.Q.’s; psy- 
chiatrists were installed in business houses to hire and fire employees 
and determine advertising policies.” 


The Wizard of Spin 


Freud exerted particular influence on Edward L. Bernays, the man who 
has come to be known as the “father of public relations.” For him, Freud 
was not just a towering intellect but a family member and personal men- 
tor. Bernays was the son of Eli Bernays and Anna Freud Bernays, Sig- 
mund’s sister. In fact, the Freuds and Bernayses got along so well that 
Sigmund himself ended up marrying Martha Bernays, Eli's sister. What 
this meant for Edward Bernays is that he was not only Sigmund Freud’s 
nephew but a nephew twice over. Through Bernays, Freud’s influence on 
the fledgling public relations industry was enormous, and that legacy con- 
tinues today in the most direct familial sense at Freud Communications, 
a high-powered British PR firm owned by Matthew Freud, Sigmund’s 
great-grandson. In addition to handling celebrities such as Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis, Hugh Grant, and 
Pamela Anderson, Freud Communications has worked for companies 
such as Volvo and Pizza Hut, and also handled the PR for the 1995 launch 
of Pepsi's redesigned soda pop cans. 

It would not be any exaggeration to say that Edward Bernays viewed 
his famous uncle Sigmund as a father figure. He visited him in Europe 
whenever he got the chance, showered him with gifts of cigars, and helped 
arrange for and publicize the translation of Freud’s Introductory Lectures 
in Psychoanalysis in the United States. From Freud’s perspective, these ef- 
forts came as welcome assistance at a time when postwar inflation had 
wiped him out financially, although the relationship was strained some- 
what by young Edward’s eagerness to sacrifice intellectual rigor to the 
lowbrow demands of the publicity trade. When Bernays approached him 
with an offer from Cosmopolitan magazine to write an article titled “The 
Wife’s Mental Place in the Home,” Freud rebelled with a stinging letter 
of refusal. “The absolute submission of your editors to the rotten taste of 
an uncultivated public is the cause of the low level of American literature,” 
he wrote. 
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Occasional tensions notwithstanding, Bernays saw his association 
with Freud as a way to establish his own reputation as a thinker and 
theorist—a reputation that was further enhanced when Bernays authored 
several landmark books of his own, most notably Crystallizing Public 
Opinion, The Engineering of Consent, and Propaganda. “When a person 
would first meet Bernays,” notes PR industry historian Scott Cutlip, “it 
would not be long before Uncle Sigmund would be brought into the con- 
versation. His relationship with Freud was always in the forefront of his 
thinking and his counseling.””* In a profile written in 1958, author Irwin 
Ross observed that Bernays epitomized the PR industry's “wistful yearn- 
ings for scholarly distinction” and “likes to think of himself as a kind of 
psychoanalyst to troubled corporations. He talks, of course, far more than 
a psychoanalyst. . . . The words tumble forth in an endless cascade, the 
polysyllables lulling the auditor's critical faculties, the clods of jargon drop- 
ping like huge pillows which cushion the mind against anxiety. At times 
one only has a dim view of what Bernays is saying, but it sounds great. “I 
got so I could write the stuff myself,’ says Morris M. Lee, Jr. [a former 
Bernays employee], ‘but I could never understand it.’ ”?? 

People who knew Bernays are unanimous in describing him as a man 
with a huge ego and an incessant habit of self-promotion. His writings in- 
clude a lengthy bibliography of his own work and public utterances, in 
which Ross notes that “even editorial notes accompanying his articles are 
immortalized. . . . Books which merely listed Bernays in their bibliogra- 
phies are reciprocally listed in his; an author who included Bernays in her 
acknowledgments in turn finds her own work acknowledged; a book which 
‘indirectly’ quoted Bernays is duly rescued from obscurity, as are novels in 
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page book of memoirs, titled Biography of an Idea, and after reaching the 
age of 100, he began work on a second memoir, titled The First Hundred 
Years. Sometimes his ego interfered with his professional success. Many 
of his contemporaneous peers in the PR industry disliked him intensely, 
regarding him as a pushy braggart who was hurting the industry's reputa- 
tion with his frank talk about “propaganda” and “controlling and regi- 
menting the masses.” 

Bernays used Freudianism’s scientific claims as a sort of marketing 
hook with which to sell his services to anxious corporate executives. “The 
counsel on public relations,” he explained, “is what sociologists call a so- 
cietal technician who is fitted by training and experience to evaluate the 
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maladjustments and adjustments between his client and the publics upon 
whom the client is dependent for his socially sound activity.”*? In Propa- 
ganda, his most important book, he argued that the scientific manipula- 
tion of public opinion was necessary to overcome chaos and conflict in 
society. “The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized 
habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic 
society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society consti- 
tute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our coun- 
try,” he wrote. “We are governed, our minds molded, our tastes formed, our 
ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of. This is a logical 
result of the way in which our democratic society is organized. Vast num- 
bers of human beings must cooperate in this manner if they are to live to- 
gether as a smoothly functioning society. . . . In almost every act of our 
lives, whether in the sphere of politics or business, in our social conduct 
or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the relatively small number 
of persons . . . who understand the mental processes and social patterns 
of the masses. It is they who pull the wires which control the public 
mind.” 

There was a striking paradox, however, in the way that Bernays went 
about trying to follow in the footsteps of Uncle Sigmund. Freud’s “talking 
cure’ was designed to unearth his patients’ unconscious drives and hidden 
motives, in the belief that bringing them into conscious discourse would 
help people lead healthier lives. Bernays, by contrast, used psychological 
techniques to mask the motives of his clients, as part of a deliberate strat- 
egy aimed at keeping the public unconscious of the forces that were work- 
ing to mold their minds. 


Science and the “Intelligent Few” 


It is no accident that Bernays developed his “science” of public relations 
in the 1920s—a decade that also saw the beginnings of mass production, 
mass communications, mass consumerism, and a belief in technological 
progress as a quasireligion. All of these trends shared a faith in the notion 
that society's problems can be engineered away, that democracy is dan- 
gerous, and that important decisions should be left in the hands of experts. 
In addition to psychoanalytic theory, Bernays drew heavily from the ideas 
of nineteenth-century French social philosopher Gustave Le Bon, a vocal 
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critic of democracy who fretted that “the divine right of the masses is 
about to replace the divine right of kings.” Stuart Ewen, a historian and au- 
thor of PR: A Social History of Spin, notes that Le Bon feared “that the 
mob at any moment could seize society and destroy all he held sacred. Le 
Bon starts to examine the social psychology of the crowd. For him the 
crowd is not driven by rational argument, but by its spinal cord. It re- 
sponds solely to emotional appeals and is incapable of thought or reason. 
Somebody interested in leading the crowd needs to appeal not to logic but 
to unconscious motivation.” For Bernays in particular, Ewen notes, Le 
Bon’s ideas “are applied to virtually everybody. Almost no one is seen as ca- 
pable of rational thought. The most efficient way to win hearts and minds 
is through emotional appeals. By the 1920s, Le Bonian social psychology 
is used to design organizations that constantly take the temperature of 
public feelings. Survey research, polling and focus groups are all built 
around the science of how to lead the public mind.””’ 

Ewen interviewed Bernays near the end of his life and was struck by 
his “unabashedly hierarchical view of society. Repeatedly, he maintained 
that, while most people respond to their world instinctively, without 
thought, there exist an ‘intelligent few’ who have been charged with the re- 
sponsibility of contemplating and influencing the tide of history. . . . He 
expressed little respect for the average person's ability to think out, un- 
derstand, or act upon the world in which they live. . . . Throughout our 
conversation, Bernays conveyed his hallucination of democracy: a highly 
educated class of opinion-molding tacticians are continuously at work, 
analyzing the social terrain and adjusting the mental scenery from which 
the public mind, with its limited intellect, derives its opinions.””8 

Expanding on Freud’s theories about the unconscious motives for 
human behavior, Bernays believed that people are not merely unconscious 
but herdlike in their thinking, “subject to the passions of the pack in 
[their] mob violence and the passions of the herd in [their] panics. . . . The 
average citizen is the world’s most efficient censor. His own mind is the 
greatest barrier between him and the facts. His own ‘logic-proof com- 
partments, his own absolutism, are the obstacles which prevent him from 
seeing in terms of experience and thought rather than in terms of group 
reaction.”*° 

Fortunately, Bernays added, being herdlike also made people “re- 
markably susceptible to leadership.”*° He saw public relations as an ap- 
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plied science, like engineering, through which society's leaders could bring 
order out of chaos and muddle. “If we understand the mechanism and mo- 
tives of the group mind,” he argued, it would be possible to “control and 
regiment the masses according to our will without their knowing it. . . . 
Theory and practice have combined with sufficient success to permit us 
to know that in certain cases we can effect some change in public opin- 
ion with a fair degree of accuracy by operating a certain mechanism, just 
as the motorist can regulate the speed of his car by manipulating the flow 
of gasoline.”?! 

To exercise this type of control was not just an option, it was a duty: 
“It is certain that the power of public opinion is constantly increasing and 
will keep on increasing. It is equally certain that it is more and more being 
influenced, changed, stirred by impulses from below. . . . The duty of the 
higher strata of society—the cultivated, the learned, the expert, the intel- 
lectual—is therefore clear. They must inject moral and spiritual motives 
into public opinion.” A public relations counselor could accomplish this, 
Bernays said, because his special training and insight into human nature 
“permits him to step out of his own group to look at a particular problem 
with the eyes of an impartial observer and to utilize his knowledge of the 
individual and the group mind to project his clients’ point of view.” 

Of course, the mind of Edward Bernays had its own share of “logic- 
proof compartments.” To begin with, there is the obvious contradiction in 
his notion that a public relations consultant can simultaneously be both 
an “impartial observer” and a special pleader for his client. 


The First Front Group 


Bernays stumbled into public relations almost by accident. In 1913, while 
working as editor of the Medical Review of Reviews, a monthly magazine 
owned by a college acquaintance, he discovered that the then-famous 
actor Richard Bennett was interested in producing a play titled “Damaged 
Goods,” which Bernays described as “a propaganda play that fought for sex 
education.” It discussed sexual topics, such as prostitution, that were con- 
sidered unusually frank for their day. Bennett was afraid that the play 
would be raided by police, and he hired Bernays to prevent this from hap- 
pening. Rather than arguing for the play on its merits, Bernays cleverly or- 
ganized a group that he called the “Medical Review of Reviews Sociological 
Fund,” inviting prominent doctors and members of the social elite to join. 
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The organization's avowed mission was to fight venereal disease through 
education. Its real purpose was to endorse “Damaged Goods,” and appar- 
ently the plan worked. The show went on as scheduled, with no interfer- 
ence from police. 

“This was a pioneering move that is common today in the promotion 
of public causes—a prestigious sponsoring committee,” notes PR indus- 
try historian Scott Cutlip. “In retrospect, given the history of public rela- 
tions, it might be termed the first effort to use the front or third party 
technique.” It was a technique that Bernays would return to time and 
again, calling it “the most useful method in a multiple society like ours to 
indicate the support of an idea of the many varied elements that make up 
our society. Opinion leaders and group leaders have an effect in a democ- 
racy and stand as symbols to their constituency.”** He helped jump-start 
sales of bacon, a breakfast rarity until the 1920s, by enlisting a prominent 
doctor to solicit fellow doctors’ opinions on the salutary benefits of a hearty 
breakfast and by arranging to have famous figures photographed eating 
breakfasts of bacon and eggs. To sell bananas on behalf of the United 
Fruit Company, he launched the “celiac project,” republishing and dis- 
seminating a 20-year-old medical paper which found that eating bananas 
cured children with celiac disease, a disorder of the digestive system.” 

“Mr. Bernays has . . . created more institutes, funds, institutions, and 
foundations than Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Filene together,” observed the 
Institute for Propaganda Analysis, a nonprofit educational organization 
that flourished in the years following World War I. “Typical of them was 
the Temperature Research Foundation. Its stated purpose was ‘to dis- 
seminate impartial, scientific information concerning the latest develop- 
ments in temperature control as they affect the health, leisure, happiness, 
and economy of the American people.’ A minor purpose—so minor that 
rarely did Mr. Bernays remember even to mention it—was to boost the 
sales of Kelvinator refrigerators, air-condition units, and electric stoves.”*° 

The tobacco industry, another early Bernays client, also relied heav- 
ily on expert testimonials to tout its products, recruiting opera singers and 
doctors to claim that cigarettes soothed the throat and aided digestion. Ad- 
vertisements of this type became so ubiquitous that Bernays spoofed one 
of his industry rivals by creating a front group called the “Tobacco Society 
for Voice Culture” which mockingly claimed that its mission was to “es- 
tablish a home for singers and actors whose voices have cracked under the 
strain of their cigarette testimonials.”*’ 
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Light’s Golden Jubilee 


Bernays sectioned his autobiography into five parts and gave the title “Ful- 
fillment” to the third section, which covered the years from 1923 to 1929. 
Those were the years that marked the emergence of the fledgling public 
relations industry, as Bernays rose from obscurity to wealth and influence. 
By January of 1929, his clients included the New Jersey Bell Telephone 
Company, Procter & Gamble, Knox Gelatin, and the American Tobacco 
Company. “In a typical month, January, our clients paid us gross fees of 
$16,524.43, with profits of $11,868.78,” he said. “That was not considered 
bad for a 38-year-old, adventuring into an untried, unknown field.” In 
fact, it would not be considered a bad monthly income today, even with- 
out adjusting for inflation. “I was doing well,” he recalled, “but the pro- 
fession of counsel on public relations lacked the respect that I felt it 
deserved. Our clients knew what we could do for them and respected our 
methods, but to many we were still sensation mongers and ballyhoo 
artists—a menace to the integrity of press and business alike.”*® 

The 1928 publication of his book Propaganda helped drum up new 
corporate clients but also prompted a flurry of criticism. Editor & Publisher 
magazine described Bernays as “the young Machiavelli of our times.” An- 
other writer commented that “publicity agents for special and selfish 
causes inimical to the general interest and disturbing to the Common- 
wealth use just as much ingenuity and invention plus at least a fair mea- 
sure of corruption.” Chafing at these criticisms, Bernays longed for the 
opportunity to stage “a dramatic event that would make others see us as 
we saw ourselves.’*° 

The opportunity he was looking for arrived in February 1929 with a 
visit from Napoleon Boynton, an executive with the General Electric com- 
pany. Like Bernays, General Electric was having a few image problems and 
wanted his help. Long under congressional attack for monopolistic prac- 
tices in lamp manufacture, GE wanted to stage a massive publicity stunt 
that would showcase the benefits that lightbulbs had brought to human- 
ity. As it happened, the fiftieth anniversary of Thomas Edison’s invention 
of the lightbulb was fast approaching. What better way to polish the in- 
dustry’s image than to honor Edison with an event that they would call 
“Light’s Golden Jubilee”? The Westinghouse Corporation, GE’s main com- 
petition in the electric light market, was also eager to jump on the pro- 
motional bandwagon. 
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“I recognized the potential professional significance of the assign- 
ment and plunged into the given task eagerly,” Bernays said. “The United 
States—and, for that matter, the world—was ripe for a new hero, and 
here was the 50th anniversary of one of the most significant and benefi- 
cial inventions of the age, and the inventor was still living.”*! 

Aged 82, enfeebled and recovering from a bout of pneumonia, Edi- 
son had retreated from his business activities and was devoting his final 
years to a quixotic and ultimately unsuccessful effort to develop a process 
that would derive rubber from milkweeds. Moreover, Edison’s feelings 
toward GE and Westinghouse were decidedly negative. In his own heyday 
as a businessman, he had viewed George Westinghouse as his archrival, 
calling him a “shyster” and “the enemy.” As for GE, it had once been Edi- 
son's. Christened “the Edison General Electric Company,” it slipped from 
his control in an 1891 power grab by J. Pierpont Morgan, who drove home 
the insult by stripping Edison’s name from the company as soon as he took 
possession. There was more than a little irony in the idea that these rob- 
ber barons should now want to honor him in his old age. 

The glue that held the plan together was Henry Ford, whose admira- 
tion and affection for Edison knew no bounds. Ford, moreover, had pro- 
paganda aspirations of his own. A few years earlier, his offhand remark that 
“history is more or less bunk” had won him a reputation as a scholarly 
cretin, a rich but crude mechanic with no understanding of tradition or 
culture. Ford’s response to his critics was to create some history of his 
own—not a written book of history, but history as inscribed in things—the 
gadgets and artifacts that he saw as the fundamental expressions of hu- 
manitys progress. At his birthplace in Dearborn, Michigan, Ford was 
building an eight-acre industrial museum and stuffing it with plows, fur- 
niture, milk pails, butter churns, china sets, flintlock rifles, grandfather 
clocks, music boxes, steam engines, threshers, fire engines, a Model T— 
anything and everything that might preserve the memory of America’s me- 
chanics, blacksmiths, and craftsmen. Once Ford learned of the plans to 
honor Edison, he realized that it would make a perfect capstone to his own 
monumental plans. Renaming his museum the Edison Institute of Tech- 
nology, he created as its centerpiece a reverently reconstructed replica of 
the Menlo Park complex where Edison had done most of his inventing. He 
bought up every drill press, lathe, rusted machine, and empty chemical 
bottle that he could acquire from the now-decaying original Edison labo- 
ratory, disassembling whole buildings board by board and brick by brick 
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and shipping them to Dearborn by rail for reassembly. He even trans- 
planted some of the original trees and shrubbery. No expense was spared 
as he rebuilt Menlo Park right down to Edison’s old outhouse. To celebrate 
Light’s Golden Jubilee, he invited Edison to participate in a reenactment 
of the moment of creation of the electric light. The ceremony would be 
held in the rebuilt laboratory on October 21, 1929, exactly fifty years to 
the day from the date of Edison’s successful experiment. 

Bernays was now in a PR man’s hog heaven. His clients were com- 
peting with Henry Ford to see who could do the most to honor the old in- 
ventor’s legacy. Money was not an issue as he set out to put on a show 
unlike anything that Charles T. Yerkes could have imagined for his pathetic 
little telescope. It was a frenzy of activity that a Yale social psychologist 
would later call “one of the most astonishing pieces of propaganda ever en- 
gineered in this country during peacetime.” In the months leading up to 
the reenactment, plans went out to public utility companies, giving in- 
structions for local tie-in activities. Luncheons were held for newspaper 
editors and movie newsreel executives. Scientific American, the Saturday 
Evening Post, and other magazines planned special issues celebrating Edi- 
son and his achievements. Talks were given to Lions, Kiwanis, and Rotary 
Clubs, to Boy and Girl Scouts, chambers of commerce, women’s clubs. 
Written tributes to Edison were collected from Albert Einstein, General 
John J. Pershing, Jane Addams, and Admiral Byrd. Bernays persuaded the 
postmaster general of the United States to issue a commemorative two- 
cent stamp in honor of the lightbulb. Songwriter George M. Cohan wrote 
a musical tribute. Costume competitions, fireworks, and pageants were 
held. “Light's Golden Jubilee no longer depended on a press bureau,” 
Bernays recalled with jubilation of his own. “Everybody was joining the 
procession. From the grass roots to Broadway the spirit of ballyhoo took 
over. Mayors and Governors issued proclamations to celebrate Light's 
Golden Jubilee. Universities offered lectures on Edison and the implica- 
tions of his discovery. Education groups conducted essay contests. Li- 
brarians displayed books about Edison. Museum heads arranged exhibits 
that would illustrate the history of light.”*? 

Even Bernays was astonished at the scale of the campaign and its suc- 
cess at captivating the country’s imagination. Of all the episodes in his 
career, he recounted this one most frequently in his later years. “I tried to 
look at it objectively,” he said. “Someone has an idea—Light’s Golden 
Jubilee—honoring a fine old man who has made significant contributions 
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to American life. You realize that he can be made a myth, so you start 
myth-building. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say you help the 
myth to grow. The public, expressing its own unfulfilled aspirations, builds 
the myth until it becomes an overwhelming, meaningful reality. . . . 
Whether you accept the Freudian thesis or not, people want a father sub- 
stitute. That is myth-building. Edison was an ideal subject—a great in- 
ventor symbolizing the scientific era of electronics to come.”*? 

The timing helped as well to feed a spirit of enthusiasm. America was 
riding on an economic high as the stock market soared and everyone from 
elevator operators to the wealthiest families joined in the speculative 
mania. Everyone seemed to be rich and getting richer, with no end in 
sight. As the months ticked down toward October, the gains were espe- 
cially phenomenal. The stock ticker (one of Edison’s first successful in- 
ventions) showed steady gains with no downturns at all, not even a lull or 
temporary setback. The Dow Jones Industrials went from 299.13 on April 
9 to 381.17 on September 3. The price for a share of Westinghouse went 
from 151 to 286. General Electric went from 268 to 391. 

The challenge as October 21 approached was deciding which digni- 
taries had to be excluded from the day’s events. Hundreds of notables at- 
tended, including President Herbert Hoover, Orville Wright, John D. 
Rockefeller, Jr., Will Rogers, and Madame Curie. The honored guests ar- 
rived in Dearborn and were taken to the festivities aboard a replica of the 
Grand Trunk Railway train, on which Edison had worked in his boyhood 
as a “news butch,” selling sandwiches, newspapers, and other amenities 
to passengers. As part of the ceremony, a boy handed Edison a basket of 
similar merchandise that he was supposed to offer to President Hoover. 
But for Bernays, at least, the actual ritual was less satisfactory than its 
planners had imagined. “Edison, 82, enfeebled with age and sickness, 
took the basket, and offered his merchandise to President Hoover, crying, 
‘Candy, apples, sandwiches and newspapers! in a valiant effort to reenact 
his boyhood sales pitch. It was embarrassing to all of us—a pathetic evo- 
cation of the past,” Bernays recalled. 

There was in fact something a little sad and contradictory about the 
day’s festivities. “It became just a publicity thing, and we didn't care for it,” 
Edison’s daughter Madeleine said later. His wife Mina also had “mixed 
feelings,” according to biographer Neil Baldwin. She “saw keenly the irony 
that corporate cosponsor General Electric was now making such a tremen- 
dous fuss over Edison, co-opting his presence as a symbol, especially con- 
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sidering the inauspicious circumstances under which her husband had 
long since parted with the company.” 

Although Bernays doesn’t speak of it in his memoirs, he himself be- 
came the object of Ford’s animosity that day. An unabashed anti-Semite, 
Ford had disliked Bernays from the beginning and had only reluctantly 
allowed him to participate in arranging the Dearborn event. Ford took 
further offense at Bernays’s ceaseless efforts at self-promotion. According 
to another chronicler of Light’s Golden Jubilee, Bernays “as a matter of 
fact incurred Ford’s wrath after the dedicatory party arrived in Dearborn 
because he tried repeatedly to inject himself into the group picture with 
Hoover, Edison and the host. Ford took Fred Black aside and told him to 
‘get Bernays the hell out of here or I’ll have Harry Bennett's men throw 
him over the fence.’ Black told Bernays of the threat and he moved out of 
camera range.” 

The capstone of the day was scheduled for 6:15 that evening. Fol- 
lowing a candlelight dinner, “Edison, looking like a benevolent old wreck, 
walked with Ford and President Hoover to the transplanted Menlo Park 
laboratory and re-enacted the invention of the electric lamp,” Bernays re- 
called. The aging inventor demonstrated how he had made a carbonized 
thread and a vacuum globe, as radio announcer Graham McNamee dra- 
matized each gesture for his listeners: “The lamp is now ready, as it was a 
half century ago! Will it light? Will it burn? Edison touches the wire . . . 
Ladies and gentlemen—it lights! Light's Golden Jubilee has come to a tri- 
umphant climax!” The entire laboratory building was bathed in search- 
lights. A Ford-commissioned replica of the Liberty Bell pealed, sirens and 
whistles blew through the city of Detroit, and planes flew overhead. 

Overcome by emotion, Edison faltered, sat down, and wept. His wife 
calmed him and gave him warm milk, which seemed to revive him. He was 
assisted to his seat of honor and listened as President Hoover gave yet an- 
other tributory speech. Edison managed to say a few words himself before 
turning white and slumping in his chair in an exhausted faint. His wife and 
Hoover's physician helped him out of the room, laid him on a sofa, and ad- 
ministered drugs. It would take several days of recuperation at Ford’s 
home before he was well enough to travel home. It was the old man’s last 
public hurrah, and everyone knew it.*® 

What they didn't know was that the day's festivities were in many 
ways Hoover’s last hurrah as well. Light’s Golden Jubilee was held on 
Monday, October 21, but three days later, darkness rather than light would 
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prevail. The celebration of Edison and his creations has left a mark on the 
American imagination, but October 24, 1929, is by far the better- 
remembered date: Black Thursday—the day the stock market crashed. 


The Experts Speak 


One of the striking historical facts about the Great Depression is the com- 
plete failure of society's economic and political experts to see it coming, 
or to deal with it sensibly once it arrived. Fourteen days before the crash, 
Irving Fisher had predicted, “In a few months I expect to see the stock 
market much higher than today.” Fisher, America’s most distinguished and 
famous professor of economics at Yale University, was so overconfident 
that he personally lost a fortune equivalent to $140 million in today’s dol- 
lars when the market collapsed. John Maynard Keynes, the most famous 
British economist, lost the equivalent of £1 million. The headline in the 
New York Journal on the day after Black Thursday was “Experts Predict Ris- 
ing Market.” The Harvard Economic Society responded to the news by 
telling its subscribers, “A severe depression such as 1920-21 is outside the 
range of probability. We are not facing a protracted liquidation.” 

As it became apparent that the Depression was more than a tempo- 
rary downturn, President Hoover appointed Edward Bernays to his three- 
member Presidential Emergency Committee for Employment. “It was 
really a public relations committee,’ Bernays recalled in his memoirs. 
Hoover's refusal to countenance “socialist” ideas such as social security 
and public works programs left the committee with few options. “We en- 
couraged various ways of spreading employment: through reduced daily 
and weekly schedules, shorter shifts, alternating shifts and rotation of 
days off. . . . We urged employers to find personnel willing to go on fur- 
lough without pay; to disclose duplication of wage earners in the same 
family, as a measure of spreading wages; to maintain lists for preferential 
employment and to determine the adequacy of part-time wages.” In the 
end, however, Bernays realized, “these efforts were all ineffective. Partic- 
ularly unsound was the share-the-work idea, which put the onus of sacri- 
fice on the shoulders of the wage earner instead of the employer.” 
Advertisers and businesses offered empty slogans such as “Be patriotic and 
spend money,’ “Spend ten cents more each day and help drive hard times 
away,” or “Help the jobless by doing your Christmas shopping now.” As the 
economy careened into deeper and deeper trouble, newspapers resorted 
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to desperate cheerleading. “Optimism Gains as U.S. Speeds Jobless Re- 
lief,” read one headline. “Hoover’s Drive to Aid Jobless Shows Results,” 
read another. “President Declares Voluntary Cooperation of Industry Will 
Solve Problem.”*’ 

In 1932, Bernays joined Hoover's doomed campaign for reelection. 
He helped line up experts to sing Hoover's praises, including a pair of Yale 
economists who predicted that the economy was now on a “sound foun- 
dation” and “the run of the dollar had been stopped.”*8 He formed a “Non- 
Partisan Fact-Finding Committee,” which issued a poll showing Hoover 
trouncing his opponent, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Outside the circle of 
businessmen and their sycophants, however, no one believed a word of it. 
The election of Roosevelt brought new experts into power, with new and 
grandiose ideas about what could and should be done to secure the gen- 
eral welfare. For Hoover and the old guard, it was the end of an era and 
everything that they believed in, but for Bernays and the propaganda in- 
dustry, business was booming like never before. 


Deciding What 
You'll Swallow 


Everything is possible but nothing is real. 
—-song lyric by Living Colour 


È 1992, the food industry’s International Food Information 
= Council (IFIC) retained Dr. G. Clotaire Rapaille, “an interna- 
tional market research expert,” to research “how Americans relate to food 


biotechnology and genetic engineering.” IFIC, a PR lobby for the use of 
biotechnology in agriculture, wanted to know how it could overcome con- 
sumer apprehensions about the new technology. A “core team” was as- 
sembled to aid in the research, consisting of representatives from the 
Monsanto Agricultural Company, NutraSweet, Kraft General Foods, Aji- 
nomoto, DuPont, and Calgene. Other research sponsors included Frito- 
Lay, Coca-Cola, Nestlé, Procter & Gamble, and the M&M/Mars candy 
company. The goal of the research team was to “develop actionable strate- 
gies, messages, and language that will express information positively about 
the process and products—without stirring fears or negative connota- 
tions.”! 

Dr. Rapaille is a Jungian psychologist who uses a technique he calls 
“Archetype Studies,” which claims to delve into the “primordial cause 
for . . . opinions, attitudes or motivations.” As his report to IFIC explained, 
“For each element in the world, there is a first meaningful experience 
called the Imprinting Moment. The Archetype is the pattern which under- 
lies this Imprinting Moment. The Archetype is completely preordained by 
the culture, and it is common to everyone in a given culture. . . . The Ar- 
chetype is the Logic of Emotion that forms the Collective Unconscious.” 
Discover these Archetypes, Rapaille’s theory promised, and “you can ‘read’ 
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the consumers like a book, and you can understand their unconscious 
‘logic.’ ”? 

Rapaille’s process for uncovering Archetypes was similar in most re- 
spects to what another advertising or PR person might term a “focus 
group,” but Dr. Rapaille liked to refer to them as “Imprinting Groups.” 
Each group consisted of 20 to 30 everyday Americans, which Rapaille’s 
team of “Archetypologists” led through a series of “relaxation exercises 
and visualization” aimed at eliciting their innermost feelings about 
biotechnology.’ 

The result of these exercises, the team concluded, was that the 
biotech industry stood at a crossroads. “In one case, we have tremendous 
public support—we can be viewed as farmers bringing new varieties and 
improved foods to consumers. But if we do not position ourselves and our 
products correctly, we can just as easily be viewed in the same class as 
Hitler and Frankenstein.” The difference depended on which “imprint” 
provided the Archetype for public perception of the new foods. And the 
public would choose its Archetype based largely on the food industry's 
choice of words.* 

“In communicating about food biotechnology and genetic engineer- 
ing, we now know a variety of ‘trigger’ words that will help consumers 
view these products in the same vein as farming, hybrids, and the natural 
order, rather than as Frankenfoods,” the study concluded. In the category 
of “words to use,” Rapaille suggested terms such as beauty, bounty, chil- 
dren, choices, cross-breeding, diversity, earth, farmer, flowers, fruits, fu- 
ture generations, hard work, heritage, improved, organic, purity, quality, 
soil, tradition, and wholesome. “Words to lose” included: biotechnology, 
chemical, DNA, economic, experiments, industry, laboratory, machines, 
manipulate, money, pesticides, profit, radiation, safety, and scientists.’ 

In a memo accompanying the completed study, IFIC’s Libby Mike- 
sell and Tom Stenzel summarized the lessons learned. “The technology in 
biotechnology has ‘scary’ overtones in connection with life in any form. ... 
Biotechnology may not be the optimal term to use in our discussions,” 
they wrote. “Clotaire recommends that we ‘sandwich’ the word genetic be- 
tween other words that create an association with tradition and nature. 
Some possible terms he suggested were ‘biogenetic gardening, ‘natural 
genetics’ or ‘natural genetic gardening.’ He composed this sentence as an 
example of how to use the terms: New genetic discoveries allow us to be 
successful gardeners of the 21st century and to accomplish cross-breeding at 
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a highly sophisticated level, fulfilling a vision of the gardeners of the 19th 
century. 

It is worth noting that many of the terms in Rapaille’s list of “words 
to lose” are straightforward characterizations of the actual scientific 
process used in developing genetically engineered foods, while many of 
the “words to use” are vague, pleasant-sounding euphemisms designed to 
obscure the details about everything that is new and unique about the 
process. Dr. Rapaille has a Ph.D. from the Sorbonne, but his analytical 
method does not necessarily require one. William Lutz, a professor at 
Rutgers University and author of the book Doublespeak, has catalogued 
numerous similar examples of industry and government linguistic coinage, 
many of which originated with people who lacked any background what- 
soever in Jungian Archetypology. The Reagan administration, for example, 
invented the phrase “revenue enhancements” as a substitute for “taxes.” 
Gambling casinos prefer to call themselves the “gaming industry.” Corpo- 
rations refer to failed business ventures as “nonperforming assets.” The 
military refers to civilian deaths as “collateral damage,” bombs as “vertically 
deployed antipersonnel devices,” and killing the enemy as “servicing the 
target.” 

It is also worth noting the irony in IFIC’s choice of someone like Ra- 
paille to help design its strategy for defending biotechnology. Whatever 
dangers biotechnology may or may not present to the public, it is undeni- 
ably an example of modern science in action. When talking among them- 
selves, biotech’s promoters frequently invoke the name of science, 
characterizing their opponents as irrational, fear-driven technophobes. 
“We all are frustrated by the public’s emotional response to scientific, fac- 
tual issues,” stated the IFIC report. Yet Rapaille’s advice to IFIC was not 
only calculated to evoke an emotional response and to avoid any mention 
of science, his very methodology for arriving at his analysis is at best a par- 
ody of the scientific method. In its relentless effort to probe the suppos- 
edly irrational mind of the public, it is a modern-day example of the legacy 
of Edward Bernays and his famous uncle, Sigmund Freud. 


Hard Science and Liquid Truth 


The power that science wields in modern society is a reflection of its abil- 
ity to create knowledge that is as close to infallible as any product of 
human endeavor. Reasonable people may disagree in their opinions about 
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Shakespeare or religion, but they do not disagree with the laws of ther- 
modynamics. This is because the theories of science, especially the hard 
sciences, have been developed through methodologies that require verifi- 
cation by multiple, independent researchers using clearly defined, replic- 
able experiments. If the experiments do not bear out a hypothesis, the 
hypothesis must be rejected or modified. 

The very prestige that science enjoys, however, has also given rise to 
a variety of scientific pretenders—disciplines such as phrenology or eu- 
genics that merely claim to be scientific. The renowned philosopher of sci- 
ence Karl Popper gave a great deal of consideration to this problem and 
coined the term “pseudoscience” to help separate the wheat from the 
chaff. The difference between science and pseudoscience, he concluded, 
is that genuinely scientific theories are “falsifiable’—that is, they are for- 
mulated in such a way that if they are wrong, they can be proven false 
through experiments. By contrast, pseudosciences are formulated so 
vaguely that they can never be proven or disproven. “The difference be- 
tween a science and a pseudoscience is that scientific statements can be 
proved wrong and pseudoscientific statements cannot,” says Robert Young- 
son in his book Scientific Blunders: A Brief History of How Wrong Scien- 
tists Can Sometimes Be. “By this criterion you will find that a surprising 
number of seemingly scientific assertions—perhaps even many in which 
you devoutly believe—are complete nonsense. Rather surprisingly this is 
not to assert that all pseudoscientific claims are untrue. Some of them may 
be true, but you can never know this, so they are not entitled to claim the 
cast-iron assurance and reliance that you can have, and place, in scientific 
facts.” 

Judged by this standard, many of the “social sciences”—including 
the psychoanalytic theories of Freud, Jung, and others—are actually pseu- 
dosciences rather than the real thing. This does not mean that Freud and 
Jung were charlatans or fools. Both were creative thinkers with fascinat- 
ing insights into the human psyche, but a research methodology that de- 
rives its data from the dreams of mentally ill patients is a far cry from the 
orderly system of measurements that we associate with hard sciences like 
physics and chemistry.® 

Regardless of their scientific limitations, theories of human psychol- 
ogy figure prominently in the thinking of the public relations industry. 
What is more important than their actual effectiveness is the seemingly 
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authoritative justification that they provide for the PR worldview—a be- 
lief that people are fundamentally irrational and that therefore a class of 
behind-the-scenes manipulators is necessary to shape opinion for the pub- 
lic’s own good. But this belief is at odds not only with the ideals of democ- 
racy but also with the fundamental and necessary ideological 
underpinnings of the scientific method itself. Before scientists can reach 
any conclusions whatsoever about the elements in the periodic table or the 
space-time continuum, they have to first believe that “the truth is out 
there” and that their investigations will take them closer to it. The public 
relations worldview, however, envisions truth as an infinitely malleable, 
spinnable thing. For consultants like Clotaire Rapaille, the truth is not a 
thing to be discovered but a thing to be created, through artful word choices 
and careful arrangement of appearances. 

“Given a choice, do you serve your client or the truth?” a reporter 
asked John Scanlon, one of today’s leading spinmeisters, during a 1991 
interview. 

“You always try—you always serve the truth,” Scanlon replied. “But 
again—but the truth is often, you know, is often not necessarily a solid. It 
can be a liquid. ... What seems to be true is not necessarily the case when 
we look at it and we dissect it and take it apart, and we turn it around and 
we look at it from a different perspective. ... Whose truth are we talking 
about, your truth or my truth?” 

John Scanlon specializes in representing high-profile clients, espe- 
cially clients embroiled in controversy. In 1997, the trade publication In- 
side PR ranked him as the number-two expert in the world at “crisis 
management’—the PR field that specializes in helping clients fend off 
scandals and repair bad reputations. In 1999, for example, he represented 
famed fellatrix and self-proclaimed liar Monica Lewinsky as she embarked 
on a media tour to promote her book, Monicas Story. Lewinsky too, it 
seems, had a version of the truth to tell, as did the president whose sex- 
ual relationship with her depended on what your definition of “is” is. 
Scanlon’s other assignments have included PR for CBS when it was sued 
for libel by Vietnam-era general William Westmoreland. Later, he squared 
off against 60 Minutes when he went to work for the Brown & Williamson 
tobacco company in its effort to discredit tobacco-industry whistle-blower 
Jeffrey Wigand, whose story was dramatized in the movie The Insider. In 
both cases, Scanlon’s methodology was similar: disseminate as much dirt 
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as you can about the opposing camp in order to distract the media from 
the substance of the story. In the case of Wigand, Scanlon compiled a 
lengthy catalogue of allegations—Wigand was a shoplifter, a wife-beater, 
a drunk—and circulated them in the form of a detailed dossier to print 
and TV journalists. The Wall Street Journal eventually set out to verify 
Scanlon’s dossier and found that it was an amalgam of half-truths and un- 
substantiated rumors, but for a time at least tobacco’s version of the truth 
prevailed, and a potent message was sent not only to Wigand but to other 
would-be whistle-blowers that they had better not come forward. Scan- 
lon also represented Ivana Trump during her divorce from The Donald. 
“What we did was quite scientific,” he said. By “scientific,” however, he 
meant something quite different from what a particle physicist would 
mean. “I mean we sat down with Mrs. Trump, with Ivana early on with 
her attorneys and talked about what was the specific critical message 
that she wanted to communicate. I mean, we had a very, very clear posi- 
tion.”!° But having a “very, very clear position” is an entirely different 
thing than seeking the truth, which is what an actual scientist would be 
doing. 

It would be nice to imagine that Scanlon’s fluid attitude toward the 
truth is some kind of aberration, but it is not. Richard Edelman, his one- 
time boss at Edelman Worldwide, goes even further. Not only are there 
different versions of the truth “in this era of exploding media technolo- 
gies,” Edelman says, “there is no truth except the truth you create for 
yourself.”"! 

“Marketing is a battle of perception, not products. Truth has no bear- 
ing on the issue,” says advertising executive Jack Trout. The role of pub- 
lic relations, he adds, “is to deliver the exact same thing as advertising,” 
while using PR’s unique ability to provide “third party credibility and re- 
inforce the product's positioning in multiple media appearances.”!? 

One of the rules of PR is that spin cannot be a demonstrable lie, a 
point that is driven home in every PR textbook. “Never lie to a reporter” 
has become an industry mantra. Fortunately, there is a loophole. Spin is 
the art of appearances, not substance. When there is no truth except what 
you create for yourself, lies become unnecessary, even irrelevant. To lie is 
to respect reality enough to falsify it. The practitioners of public relations 
do not falsify the truth, because they do not believe that it even exists. This 
worldview, conceived in spin and dedicated to the proposition that all 
spin is created equal, is spreading like a virus beyond the media- 
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spindustrial complex that was its original host and has begun to infect the 
rest of society. “We live in a world where everyone is always battling for the 
public mind and public approval,” says PR historian Stuart Ewen. “I think 
the public believes there is no truth, only spin—in part because much of 
the educated middle class spins for a living.” 


You're Stupid and You Smell Bad 


The age of spin has also cheapened the practice of democracy, as Scott 
Cutlip ruefully admits. A dean emeritus of journalism at the University of 
Georgia, Cutlip was a longtime PR industry practitioner and one of its 
leading historians. His own “baptism in PR,” as he put it, began in 1936 
when he served as press secretary for a Democratic candidate in the West 
Virginia gubernatorial primary. “Political PR was startingly simple in those 
days of small campaign budgets: no TV, no opinion polls, no handlers, no 
campaign consultants,” he recalls. “Statewide candidates had to rely on 
speeches in county courthouses or rural schools; handshaking up and 
down Main Street, and what publicity could be squeezed out of “The 
Speech’ for the local newspapers and possibly an interview on the local 
radio station. This brought the candidate face to face with voters; he heard 
their complaints, their needs, their aspirations. In contrast, today the 
major candidates—President to Governor to Senator—are carefully 
shielded from contact with the voters save for the customary pressing of 
flesh along the airport fence or at $1,000 receptions.” Today’s multimillion- 
dollar campaigns, he notes, are “themed to the latest opinion polls, pow- 
ered by glitzy TV commercials that convey shadows, not substance, and 
managed by carpetbagger consultants. . . . Is this progress? Does it serve 
our democratic process? My answer is no.”!4 

The result of all this sophisticated PR is that although Americans still 
give ritual lip-service to democracy, the concept has lost much of its mean- 
ing. In fact, it has become boring and irrelevant in most people’s lives. Our 
political process functions formally the way we think it should—cam- 
paigns happen, votes are cast, someone ends up taking an oath of office— 
but the ugly truth, as we all know, is that the campaign promises are 
empty rhetoric, based not on what the candidates believe but on what 
their expert pollsters have told them we want to hear. If you ask the man- 
agers of these ever-more-expensive propaganda campaigns why they have 
vulgarized the democratic process, they will frequently tell you that the 
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problem is not with them but with the voters, who are too “irrational,” “ig- 
norant,” or “apathetic” to respond to any other kind of appeal. Like 
Clotaire Rapaille, they have come to the conclusion that there are words 
they must not use, concepts they dare not utter. Apparently people today 
are less hungry for serious talk and less capable of comprehending it than 
the half-literate voters a century and a half ago who turned out in multi- 
tudes and sat for hours listening to the debates between Abraham Lincoln 
and William Douglas. 

“The minute you begin to view the public as something that doesn’t 
operate rationally, your job as a publicist or journalist changes,” Ewen ob- 
serves. “The pivotal moment was when those who provided the public 
with its intelligence no longer believed the public had any intelligence.”!’ 
It is disturbing to see how frequently this ideology, which corrodes de- 
mocratic values in an acid bath of cynicism, surfaces today among the po- 
litical insiders who claim to govern in the name of democracy and 
popular sovereignty. “On issue after issue, the public is belittled as self- 
indulgent or misinformed, incapable of grasping the larger complexities 
known to the policymakers and the circles of experts surrounding them,” 
observed author William Greider in Who Will Tell the People, his 1992 
study of the Washington political establishment. “The public's side of 
the argument is said to be ‘emotional’ whereas those who govern are said 
to be making ‘rational’ or ‘responsible’ choices. In the masculine culture 
of management, ‘emotion’ is assigned a position of weakness whereas 
facts’ are hard and potent. The reality, of course, is that the ability to de- 
fine what is or isn't ‘rational’ is itself loaded with political self-interest. . . . 
For elites, the politics of governing is seen as a continuing struggle to 
manage public ‘emotions’ so that they do not overwhelm sound public 
policy.”!® 

Not only are we the people too dim-witted to understand the world, 
some advisers believe that we are mentally ill, suffering from “chemo- 
phobia,” “technophobia,” or some sort of “infantile regression,” to choose 
just a few of the pseudoscientific terms that have been coined to diagnose 
our condition. James Cox, a consultant to rendering plants that dispose of 
the spoiled leftovers from slaughterhouses, came up with the phrase “hy- 
permotivated complainant” (HMC, for short) to characterize people who 
object to the odors that emanate from his clients’ factories. An HMC, he 
explained, is “reacting abnormally,” suffering from “a form of Parkinsonian 
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madness.” The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency reached similar 
conclusions as it worked to overcome “public acceptance barriers” to its 
disposal plans for sewage sludge. The main problem, it concluded, was 
“the widely held perception of sewage sludge as malodorous, disease caus- 
ing or otherwise repulsive. . . . There is an irrational component to public 
attitudes about sludge which means that public education will not be en- 
tirely successful.” Unlike the manic masses, the EPA in its expert wisdom 
knows better than to trust people’s noses: “It is difficult to say to what ex- 
tent odors emanating from sludge may be imagined,” it concluded. 

“My child is currently enrolled in Watauga Elementary School,” says 
Tamara Rich of Ridgetop, Tennessee. “Both his school and our home are 
approximately 1,000 yards from a sludge dump called ‘Show Me Farms.’ 
Although the experts will tell you there is no danger, they will also tell you 
there is no smell. For the past year, more often than not, people gag when 
they walk out the door. Our school has not been able to open windows or 
let the children play outside on most days. Of course, my house is now on 
the market, with little to no hope of selling. Ridgetop citizens seem to be 
having a high level of strokes, defined as due to unknown toxins by Van- 
derbilt Hospital. There’s also been a lung malfunction for one child that 
was also labeled by Vanderbilt as unknown toxins.” 

From the point of view of the technocrats and spin doctors, the 
Tamara Riches of the world are just “hypermotivated complainants,” and 
their stories of illness, inconvenience, and injury are merely “unfounded 
anecdotes’ that should not be taken seriously. Given the public's evident 
inability to smell the difference between sludge and shinola, someone 
has to do our thinking for us, and that’s where the experts come in. 


Spinning the Moral Compass 


It would be a mistake to think that the practitioners of public relations are 
blind to the ethical dilemmas posed by their profession. They talk about 
them, even joke about them. At a two-day industry trade seminar in 1998 
called “Media Management 98,” PR industry consultant Jim Lukaszewski 
delivered two workshops, leading off each with slide presentations of car- 
toons that provided a PR version of gallows humor. “I admire your honesty 
and integrity, Mr. Wilson, but there’s no room for them in this firm,” went 
one punch line. In another, a CEO informed his flack that “we're laying 
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off half our staff and raising executives’ salaries. Announce it to the media 
and put a good spin on it.” 

After the chuckling subsided, Lukaszewski introduced himself as “a 
specialist in managing other people's bad news. If there’s a million gallons 
of toluene under your parking lot, I’m the guy you want to call.”!” A con- 
sultant to Fortune 500 companies, he has worked with senior executives 
on issues such as product recalls, plant closings, chemical spills, and 
hazardous-substance exposures. In advertisements in PR industry trade 
publications, he describes himself as an “expert’s expert.” He helps clients 
prepare themselves to be interviewed on 60 Minutes or Nightline, or to 
give testimony in front of congressional hearings. He also teaches com- 
munications at New York University and has written numerous articles for 
publications such as Public Relations Quarterly, PR Reporter, and PR 
Tactics. 

On his website (www.e911.com), Lukaszewski gives examples of 
some of his recent work. As the following excerpts show, his clients are 
typically major corporations that have been targeted for criticism by envi- 
ronmental, human rights, labor, and other citizen groups: 


e “Provided . . . counsel to a large state-owned petrochemical com- 
pany in South America related to its efforts to relocate neighboring 
villages now too close to its growing manufacturing facilities. The 
strategies developed addressed issues related to litigation, activist in- 
tervention by nongovernmental organizations and advocacy groups 
from other areas of the world, anti-government action, the damage 
caused by cultural intervention, and long-term community-company 
relationship building.” 


e “For senior environmental officer of Canadian natural resource com- 
pany, provided strategic response recommendations for managing 
aggressive campaign by U.S. environmental groups against the com- 
pany and its largest U.S. customer.” 


e “Helped prepare executives of major U.S. defense contractor for 
annual meeting disruptions by anti-nuclear activists.” 


e “Prepared directors, senior managers, and locally based executives 
of national financial cooperative for public demonstrations against 
farm foreclosures.” 
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e “Guided Fortune 500 toy manufacturer through attack by largest 
U.S. animal rights organization over the issue of animal testing.” 


e “Developed specific, targeted, pro-active face-to-face communica- 
tions response to noise, odor, and quality-of-life complaints by 
neighbors of a mid-size manufacturing facility.” 


e “Counseled senior executives of major U.S. retailer/merchandiser 
facing very public action by a national and international labor orga- 
nizations protesting manufacturing practices in Central and South 
America.” 


In person Jim Lukaszewski is amiable, unflappable, and seemingly 
sincere. A member of the Public Relations Society of America Board of 
Ethics, he comes across as something of a moralizer within the industry, 
arguing that ethical behavior is the only way to avoid bad publicity in 
today's world. Where does the “ethical” part come in? At Media Relations 
'98, Lukaszewski explained that he advises clients “to resolve the situation 
with the activist. It’s unavoidable. We're eventually going to have to sit 
down with them. Let's do it today. We're probably not going to make them 
happy, but we can probably resolve it down to where they don’t have a 
case. .. . Honorable action, on the ground, is the crucial ingredient, not 
media coverage. . . . If you're a crook, if you're a slimeball, then the media 
strategies | recommend will not work.” 

These comments came during a provocatively titled panel discussion 
on the subject “When the Press Attacks: Should You Stonewall or Coop- 
erate?” Debating Larry Kamer of Kamer/Singer Associates, Lukaszewski 
took the side in favor of stonewalling. “Respond to the media only when 
your message goals are served,” he said. “There is nothing in the U.S. 
Constitution that says you have to call the press back.” In order to com- 
municate effectively in crisis situations, he advised that people should 
stick to scripted messages or shut up altogether. To keep friends and rel- 
atives quiet as well, he joked, “duct tape is very handy.”'® 

The following day, Lukaszewski’s message seemed at first to be dia- 
metrically reversed. Speaking at a workshop titled “Face the Press,” he ar- 
gued that PR strategy should be based on four principles: (1) “openness 
and accessibility’; (2) “truthfulness . . . unconditional honesty is the only 
policy”; (3) “responsiveness . . . recognition that any constituent concern 
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is by definition legitimate”; and (4) “no secrets. Our behavior, our atti- 
tudes, our plans, even our strategic discusions must be unchallengeable, 
unassailable, and positive.”!” 

How do you achieve openness and accessibility while stonewalling? 
Lukaszewski’s recipe consists of first making a list of the ten or so ques- 
tions that a client most dreads answering, plus another list of questions 
that the client wishes someone would ask. Then he writes out and re- 
hearses scripted answers to each question. 

During actual interviews, he advises clients to use “bridging language” 
so that their answers actually respond to their preferred rather than the 
feared list of questions. He has developed a number of specific phrases 
that can accomplish this bridging function: 


e “I have heard that too, but the real focus should be. . .” 
e “Opinions can differ, but I believe . . .” 


e “Here's an even tougher question .. .” 


(The question you wish they'd ask is “tougher”? This must be some 
strange new definition of “unconditional honesty” that isn’t in the dic- 
tionary. ) 

Lukaszewski also puts a tight time limit on interviews, allowing re- 
porters at most half an hour to interview his clients. Otherwise, he fears, 
reporters will start to ask “off-the-wall questions” that don't fit the script. 
He advises clients to repeat all of their messages three times during the 
course of an interview, so that in reality reporters get only about 10 min- 
utes’ worth of quotable material. To limit things still further, he has a 
standing rule that interviews should end as soon as a reporter hesitates for 
more than (literally) seven seconds between questions. To emphasize this 
point to the audience at Media Relations 98, he counted deliberately 
from one to seven. “See? That’s plenty of time,” he said. “If they pause any 
longer than that, you shake their hand and say, “Thank you for coming.’ 
Here too, you want to use positive language.” 

Lukaszewski even advises his clients who are being interviewed to 
give reporters printed versions of their scripted answers, which he calls 
“communications objectives.” “Its amazing how accurate the reporters 
become when you give it to them,” he said. “The communications objec- 
tives become the core of the story, generally.””! 
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Sweetspeak 


Pat Farrell, a PR executive at Ralcorp Holding, the human-feed company 
spin-off from Ralston Purina, understands and shares Lukaszewski’s pas- 
sion to eradicate candor. Farrell’s résumé includes more than two decades 
“managing issues” like “restructuring, reengineering, downsizing, rightsiz- 
ing, capital expansion, product improvement, technological advances, syn- 
ergy, long-term plans, short-term outlook, new product introductions, 
cost-reduction initiatives, strategic alternatives, and renewed focus.” He 
has helped employers weather food tamperings, firings, and two fatal 
shootings in the workplace—“not at the same time,” he notes. 

Speaking at a November 1996 PR trade conference, Farrell described 
his experience managing the image of chemical giant Monsanto's artificial 
sweetener, aspartame (trade name Nutrasweet). The product was having 
a hard time winning public acceptance, he said, because of “emotional and 
seemingly illogical responses” from the public. “This was important to our 
company because we were seeking to grow our franchise outside the ac- 
cepted context of diet,” he explained. In order to understand the public's 
resistance, Monsanto hired a psychologist. Farrell did not mention the psy- 
chologist’s name, but his advice was remarkably similar to Clotaire Ra- 
paille’s suggestions for genetically engineered foods. 

For years, Farrell said, the company had described Nutrasweet as “an 
artificial sweetener.” But the word “artificial,” it realized, “conjures up 
cancer, headaches, rat studies, laboratories, dueling scientists, allergies, 
epilepsy, you name it, none of which are very appetizing.” Referring to Nu- 
trasweet as a “sugar substitute’ was also a mistake. “People don't like it 
when you claim to be like sugar,” Farrell said, because “memories of sugar 
take them back to their childhood, a simpler time when there was less to 
worry about and sugar was a sweet treat, a reward. . . . Our own words 
were defining our product in a manner that created thoughts of being un- 
natural, unsafe, unsweet and led people to conclude that we believed 
Nutrasweet was better than the most beloved food product in history.” The 
psychologist also advised them that “the American public admires and 
takes great pride in discoveries and innovations gained through hard 
work.” 

Armed with this knowledge, Nutrasweet created “sweetspeak.” Ac- 
cording to Farrell, “Words such as ‘substitute,’ ‘artificial,’ ‘chemical,’ ‘labo- 
ratory,’ ‘scientist’ were removed forever from our lexicon and replaced with 
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words such as ‘discovered,’ ‘choice,’ ‘variety,’ ‘unique,’ ‘different,’ ‘new 
taste.” 

Using sweetspeak, Farrell gave an example of how Nutrasweet now 
responds to the question: How do you know aspartame is safe? The an- 
swer: “Aspartame was discovered nearly 30 years ago. Since that time, 
hundreds of people in our company and elsewhere around the world— 
people with families like yours and mine—have devoted themselves to 
making sure consumers can be confident of their choice when they choose 
the taste of Nutrasweet. People have looked at our ingredient in every 
which way possible, and we encourage that because we want consumers 
to be comfortable when they choose Nutrasweet. That has been our com- 
mitment for nearly three decades, and it will always be our commitment. 
You can feel confident choosing products that contain our ingredient, but 
if you don't, you have other choices.” 

Euphemisms are not always enough, however. Sometimes, says 
Washington-based PR professional Jeff Prince, a public relations expert 
needs to speak sweetly and carry a big stick. A veteran of food wars fought 
by the National Restaurant Association, Prince spoke at the same 1996 
trade conference as Farrell and described his years battling the Center for 
Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), a media-savvy nonprofit organiza- 
tion that warns consumers about risks from sugar- and fat-laden foods. 
CSPI is the organization that documented the high fat content in movie 
theater popcorn and once garnered headlines by calling fettuccine Al- 
fredo “a heart attack on a plate.” In recent years, it has campaigned heav- 
ily to inform the public about bowel discomfort and other health problems 
associated with Olestra, the “nonfattening fat” developed by Procter & 
Gamble and used in its Wow brand potato chips. 

Prince described CSPI as “the megabeast of science hype.” He 
pointed with particular alarm to a CSPI study which found that a mush- 
room cheeseburger with fried onion rings at TGI Friday's contains about 
1,800 calories and the same amount of fat as five strips of bacon, four 
chocolate frosted donuts, three slices of pepperoni pizza, two banana 
splits, and a Big Mac combined.” “The restaurant industry needs to be 
concerned,” Prince said, because eventually CSPI’s nutritional informa- 
tion will lead to “a decline in consumer confidence, a growing sense of 
guilt about eating out.” 

The National Restaurant Association has developed three different 
themes to counteract the CSPI message. First and foremost, it has 
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stressed “variety and choice—arguing that studies show that only 31 per- 
cent of restaurant-goers are not concerned about nutrition when they eat 
out, and restaurants cater to customers by offering low fat items. The sec- 
ond thing the restaurants have pushed, of course, is the ‘food police’ line, 
and they push that as far as possible,” Prince said. “The idea is simply that 
people . . . don’t need a third party interfering and making those choices 
for them especially when this third party seems inhuman, inflexible, pu- 
ritanical, rigid.” The third tactic employed by the restaurant industry is to 
raise questions about CSPI’s science, its accuracy, and its procedures. So 
far this has been underutilized, Prince said, urging “a concerted effort to 
make the case against CSPI’s science and to raise the whole question of 
how and when and where you report scientific studies. . . . Raise the 
question of proper use of science and you begin to chip away, as you do 
that, at CPSI’s credibility.” 

Rather than attacking CSPI directly, however, he recommended that 
interested companies employ the third party technique. “If it is the Na- 
tional Restaurant Association and Procter & Gamble out there making the 
case, nobody is going to believe them. Their ox has been gored. . . . What 
I am talking about is doing briefings behind the scenes to educate the 
media, and you would have to distance it from interested companies . . . 
and you would have to get the scientific community involved,” he said. 
“The whole project would, I think, require considerable scientific exper- 
tise, it would require considerable skill in media management and almost 
infinite tact, but through a concerted effort I think it could be done, be- 
cause the press no longer wants to believe CSPI. They would like to find 
an excuse not to carry those stories, but we haven't given it to them yet. 
It may well be a job for some currently underfunded organization, or per- 
haps for some new organization, but it seems to me the food industry 
ought to get together and get this job done soon. . . . We would need well 
written objective backgrounders. We would need expert testimony, per- 
haps even a panel. We would need to win the support of media critics such 
as Howard Kurtz of the Washington Post. ... We'd need their support and 
I think we could get it.” 

In the months immediately following Prince’s remarks, CSPI indeed 
came under intensified attack from conservative think thanks, several of 
which receive heavy funding from Procter & Gamble. There is no paper 
trail to prove that this was a coordinated campaign, but to CSPI head 
Michael Jacobson at least, it seemed like more than mere coincidence. 
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“The whole operation reeks of behind-the-scenes manipulation,” he said. 
Henry Miller of the Hoover Foundation wrote a blistering op-ed, defend- 
ing Olestra and attacking CSPI, that ran in the Wall Street Journal and was 
subsequently republished by the Washington Times and the Cincinnati In- 
quirer. Norman Ornstein of the American Enterprise Institute, which re- 
ceived about $125,000 from Procter & Gamble’s foundation, wrote a 
column for USA Today that accused the CSPI of attempting to intimidate 
the FDA into blocking Olestra and called the Center a “national nanny.” 
The Detroit News published a column by two writers affiliated with the 
industry-funded organization Consumer Alert, who characterized the 
CSPI as “food police” offering “the uninvited opinion of nutrition ac- 
tivists.” Another article, titled “Attack of the Food Police,” ran in Reader's 
Digest, which counts Procter & Gamble as its third-largest advertiser. In 
the New Republic, CSPI was accused of “using sloppy data” and “mis- 
leading” the public by Stephen Glass, a New Republic assistant editor 
who had previously worked for Policy Review, the journal of the right-wing 
Heritage Foundation. (When it comes to misleading the public, Glass 
turned out to be in a class by himself. His later firing from The New Re- 
public became one of journalism’s most embarrassing scandals, after it was 
discovered that he had habitually fabricated information and that some of 
his stories were in fact completely fictional.) * 

Perhaps the most interesting attack on CSPI came from an industry- 
funded group calling itself The Advancement of Sound Science Coalition 
(TASSC). After CSPI released a study about high levels of fat and cho- 
lesterol in breakfast foods, TASSC issued a news release via PR Newswire 
titled “Much Ado About Nothing—Sound Science Group Responds to the 


*Prior to his firing, Glass was considered a rising journalistic star, writing for Rolling Stone, 
Harpers and George magazines in addition to the The New Republic. His unraveling came 
in June 1998 when a reporter for another publication discovered that a company mentioned 
in one of his stories did not exist. A subsequent investigation found that 6 of the 41 articles 
Glass wrote for The New Republic were entirely fictional, while another 21 were blends of 
fact and fiction containing nonexistent organizations, events and people, such as the “Cops 
& Justice Foundation,” “Donny Tyes, a former California police officer,” “Daniel, a young pro- 
fessor at an Illinois college,” “James, a television news producer,’ “a small skydiving indus- 
try newsletter” called Jump Now, and the “Church of George Herbert Walker Christ,” which 
supposedly believed that former President Bush was a reincarnated Jesus. The magazine's 
apology appeared in “To Our Readers. A Report,” The New Republic, June 29, 1998. For fur- 
ther details of the fraud, see Ann Reilly Dowd, “The Great Pretender,” Columbia Journalism 
Review, July/August 1998. 


DECIDING WHAT YOU’LL SWALLOW 69 


Latest CSPI Scare.” Rather than disputing CSPI for being wrong, however, 
the news release attacked the study on the grounds that its conclusions 
were too obviously correct to deserve mention. “The CSPI Sherlocks have 
discovered that eggs, sausage and butter contain fat and can push up cho- 
lesterol. So what?” the news release scoffed. 

“This is just another example of how CSPI cloaks common sense 
with a mantle of ‘science’ for no purpose other than garnering free pub- 
licity from the all-too-willing news media,” complained TASSC director 
Garrey Carruthers. “It’s time for everyone to say no to this junk science.” 

What is interesting about this line of attack is the way it recasts the 
definition of science itself. For TASSC, the distinction between “sound 
science” and “junk science” hinged not on the empirical question of 
whether facts are true, but on the PR question of how the facts might ap- 
pear. In the empiricist tradition, scientists do not attack their colleagues 
for repeating widely accepted facts. If a physicist says that gravity exists, 
you would not expect other physicists to accuse him of “junk science.” 
TASSC’s rejoinder, however, was not intended to raise factual questions 
about the CSPI study but rather to persuade journalists that the study was 
not newsworthy. People already know how much fat is in the food they eat, 
the argument went, so why make a big deal out of it? “There’s no news,” 
said Michael W. Pariza, a food industry—funded researcher at the 
University of Wisconsin and TASSC adviser who was quoted in their news 
release.** 

The following year, CSPI released another study. This one surveyed 
203 registered dietitians to assess their ability to estimate the nutritional 
content of restaurant meals. “Trained dietitians underestimated the calo- 
rie content of five restaurant meals by an average of 37 percent and the 
fat content by 49 percent,” the study reported. “The survey revealed that 
not even one of the 203 dietitians surveyed estimated the calorie or fat 
content of all meals within 20 percent of the correct values.” 

“The survey proves that even nutrition professionals can’t estimate ac- 
curately the calorie and fat content of restaurant meals,” said Dr. Marion 
Nestle, who chairs New York University’s Department of Nutrition and 
Food Studies and participated with CSPI in conducting the study. “If 
nutritionists can’t tell what’s in restaurant meals, consumers certainly 
can't,” Nestle added. “Huge restaurant meals are one of the reasons why 
so many Americans are gaining weight.” 

Indeed, a June 1999 study by the U.S. Department of Health and 
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Human Services found that more than half of U.S. adults and more than 
20 percent of children are overweight. “We are facing a real epidemic of 
obesity,” said Dr. Jeffrey Koplan, director of the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. “All segments of the population are getting fat- 
ter, but the highest increase is among the youngest ages. . . . There is no 
worse harbinger of what's to come.” 

“It’s so subtle,” said Dr. Robert Kushner, a clinical nutrition re- 
searcher. “People aren’t even aware of what's happening to them. Tongue 
in cheek, I say it’s an alien plot to fatten up Americans. . . . I believe you 
can liken the restaurant industry to the tobacco industry in the 1960s. The 
industry's attitude is, we are responding to what the public wants. . . . 
Most Americans struggle with estimating how much food they consume. 
You would get 100 different guesses from 100 people if you put a plate of 
food in front of them.”° 

But so what? Apparently it’s our choice. And besides, it’s not news. 
Have you tried those Wow brand potato chips? 


n Peter Bernstein’s book Against the Gods, he notes that a few 

hundred years ago, risk as we understand it today did not exist. 

Death and disease certainly existed alongside myriad other 
miseries, but people regarded them as the inevitable conse- 
quences of divinely appointed destiny over which they had little 
control. Rather than risk, they thought of fate. People did not 
weigh the consequences of different career choices, technolo- 
gies, and social policies, because for most people those options 
did not exist. Risk-taking was the province of gamblers with dice 
and cards—the first people to seriously study ways of measuring, 
quantifying, and managing risk, thereby pioneering many of the 
systems and assumptions that rule the world today.! — 

The emergence of global capitalism, in tandem with science 
and technology, has created benefits that few people would be 
willing to forgo, but it has also transformed us into gamblers on 
an unprecedented scale. As we enter the twenty-first century, 
we face a mind-blowing array of technological possibilities: 
cloning, genetically engineered babies, replacement of food with 
“nutraceuticals,” surgically implanted cyborg enhancements of 
the human body. Technological change continues to accelerate, 
and with it come unintended consequences and risks that no 
one can predict in advance. The globalization of economics and 
politics means that events in remote locations affect us more 
rapidly and more intensely than ever before. In a world this com- 
plicated, it is hardly surprising that experts have become our 
guides, shaping our buying habits, health decisions, and public 
policy debates. But the experts who have created these tech- 
nologies and the experts who encourage us to use them can be 
appallingly blind to the problems that they pose. 

The downside to progress during the twentieth century in- 
cluded technological advances that enabled wars and 


73 


74 TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS! 


government-sponsored atrocities to kill some 180 million people—a far 
larger total than for any other century in human history.” And that’s just the 
number of people whose deaths were deliberately engineered by govern- 
ment planners. The list of other problems, accidents, and mayhem linked 
to technological advance would include, for starters, train wrecks, toxic 
chemical releases, and emerging antibiotic-resistant diseases. Progress 
has given us air pollution, groundwater contamination, burgeoning land- 
fills, extinctions of living species, deforestation, risks from transport of nu- 
clear material, explosions, dietary exposure to chemicals, and nerve gas 
attacks by Saddam Hussein in the Middle East and terrorists in Japan. 
The worst disasters, such as global thermonuclear war, have not yet oc- 
curred but remain real possibilities. 

Clearly, there are some gambles that we dare not take, yet as tech- 
nological change accelerates, the economic interests that stand to bene- 
fit from those changes have become increasingly skillful at imposing their 
view of the respective risks and benefits upon society at large. The chap- 
ters in this section examine how industry experts think about the issue of 
risk and their strategies for discussing it with the public. 


Dying for a Living 


They shrug at the pleas of workers whose 
health they destroy in order to save money. 
They hire experts—physicians and 
researchers—who purposely misdiagnose 
industrial diseases as the ordinary diseases of 
life, write biased reports, and divert research 
from vital questions. They fight against 
regulation as unnecessary and cry that it 
will bring ruination. They ravage the people 
as they have the land, causing millions to 
suffer needlessly and hundreds of thousands 
to die. 

—Rachel Scott, Muscle and Blood! 


N o one knows how many people died in the Hawk’s Nest 
tragedy of the early 1930s, and no one ever will. The num- 
ber of deaths is probably greater than the number who perished with the 
sinking of the Titanic, but there is no ship’s register or other list of names 
that can be used to tabulate the casualties, many of whom were buried in 
unmarked graves. Nor are you likely to read about Hawk’s Nest in history 
books, even though it is generally recognized by industrial health re- 
searchers as the worst industrial disaster in U.S. history. For a long time 
it was dangerous to talk about it in West Virginia, where the disaster oc- 
curred. In 1939, the governor of West Virginia refused to sanction a Fed- 
eral Writer's Guide to his state until the writers toned down their lengthy 
and graphic discussion of Hawk's Nest. Even in the 1960s, a West Virginia 
university professor received more than a dozen death threats when he set 
out to interview some of the survivors. In 1986, physician Martin Cher- 
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niack wrote a meticulously documented account of the disaster, titled 
The Hawk's Nest Incident, but although Cherniack’s book was praised by 
reviewers, it too has gone out of print and into obscurity. 

The passengers on the Titanic included scions of wealthy families— 
people whose passing was deemed important enough to memorialize in 
books and movies. By contrast, the five thousand workers at Hawk's Nest 
were poor, predominantly black, and considered expendable in the early 
years of the Great Depression. Drawn by promises of better pay and steady 
work, they left the coal mines and were put to work drilling a three-mile- 
long tunnel to divert water for a hydroelectric plant being constructed by 
the Union Carbide Company to provide power to its nearby petrochemi- 
cal plant. They had no way of knowing that the dusty air in the tunnel 
would send as many as half of them to an early death. The tunnel still 
stands today, behind a commemorative plaque that describes it as an en- 
gineering marvel. In 1986, the state of West Virginia finally agreed to 
place a second marker at the site, a three-foot-square sign with a mere 
eleven lines of text dedicated to the memory of the men who died there. 

The mountain through which the workers bored was made of almost 
pure silica, the hard glassy mineral from which sand and quartz derive. In- 
halation of silica dust had been identified 15 years earlier as the cause of 
an often fatal disease that slowly suffocates its victims by destroying the 
ability of their lungs to absorb oxygen. Before the scientists labeled it “sil- 
icosis,” the disease was called “miners’ phthisis,” “potters’ consumption,” 
or “grinders’ rot”—names associated with the professions that brought 
workers into contact with the dust. At Hawk’s Nest, Union Carbide’s man- 
agement and engineers were mindful of the dangers associated with silica 
dust, and they wore face masks or respirators for self-protection when 
they entered the tunnel for periodic inspections. The workers themselves, 
who spent eight to ten hours a day breathing the dust, were not told about 
the hazard, nor were they given face masks. Wetting the job site would 
have reduced the amount of dust in the air, but this was not done either. 
“The company doctors were not allowed to tell the men what their trou- 
ble was,” one of the doctors would testify later. If a worker complained of 
difficulty breathing, he would be told that his condition was pneumonia or 
“tunnelitis.”* For treatment, the doctors prescribed what came to be called 
“little black devils”—worthless pills made from sugar and baking soda. 

In moderately dusty conditions, workers would be expected to con- 
tract silicosis after 20 or 30 years. For jobs such as sandblasting, acceler- 
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ated silicosis might strike in 10 years. At Hawk’s Nest, conditions were so 
bad that workers were dying from acute silicosis within a single year. The 
road that led from the workers’ homes to the work site became known as 
the “death march.” On their way home, the workers would be covered in 
white rock dust, giving them a deathlike appearance. Many were dis- 
turbingly thin, sick, coughing and bleeding.’ “I can remember seeing the 
men, and you couldn't tell a black man from a white man. They were just 
covered in white dust,” recalled a woman who lived near the Hawk’s Nest 
tunnel. 

George Robison, a tunnel worker, said people were forced to live in 
company houses until they were too sick to work, at which time the sher- 
iff would evict them. “Many of the men died in the tunnel camps,” Robi- 
son said. “They died in hospitals, under rocks, and every place else. A 
man named Finch, who was known to me, died under a rock from silico- 
sis.” A local undertaker, paid by the company, buried 169 of the men in 
a mass grave in a nearby field.* The widow of one worker had her hus- 
band’s body exhumed only to find that the man, buried by the company 
barely hours after his death, had three other men stacked on top of him.® 
Some family members never found out what had happened to their loved 
ones. When they inquired, the company would just say that the worker 
had moved on. 

It took a militant labor movement and Franklin Delano Roosevelt's 
New Deal to bring the Hawk’s Nest scandal to national attention. Con- 
gressional hearings were held in 1935 to probe what one senator described 
as “American industry's Black Hole of Calcutta.” At the hearings, a Union 
Carbide contractor admitted, “I knew I was going to kill those niggers, but 
I didn’t know it was going to be this soon.” The estimated number of 
deaths among the workers who labored in the tunnel ranged from a few 
hundred to two thousand. Worse yet, the Hawk’s Nest disaster was not an 
isolated incident. Thousands of other workers throughout the country 
were developing silicosis through occupational exposures in foundries, 
mines, potteries, and construction sites. With public interest aroused, 
popular and scientific magazines began to write about conditions in the 
“dusty trades.” Frances Perkins, Roosevelt’s secretary of labor, declared 
“war” on silicosis. 

The response from industry set a pattern that would be repeated 
countless times in subsequent years when corporate interests faced sim- 
ilar crises. As science writer James Weeks observes, “Surprisingly similar 
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stories—concerning the meaning of ‘scientific’ terms and attribution of re- 
sponsibility—could be and have been told about asbestos-related dis- 
eases, ‘black lung,’ byssinosis [brown lung disease], cancers caused by 
occupational exposures, lead poisoning, and others.” In each case, the ex- 
posures that cause disease were only the symptoms of a deeper prob- 
lem—corporate denial regarding the deadly risks associated with growing 
industrialization. The company doctors who lied to dying workers at 
Hawk's Nest were following a new version of the Hippocratic Oath: “First, 
do no harm to the boss.” This willingness to subordinate health to profits 
was common and notorious among physicians who worked for industry. As 
physician and public health reformer Alice Hamilton observed, a doctor 
who left private practice to take such employment thereby earned “the 
contempt of his colleagues.” Company doctors were known as the least 
competent and least ethical members of their profession. 


Hygiene Hijinks 


Less than a week after the 1935 Hawk's Nest hearings adjourned in Con- 
gress, a group of industrialists met privately at the Mellon Institute, a 
foundation that had been established by financiers Andrew and Richard 
Mellon in 1913 to “benefit American manufacturers through the practi- 
cal cooperation of science and industry.” The meeting led to the formation 
of a new organization, headquartered at Mellon, called the Air Hygiene 
Foundation (AHF). “Because of recent misleading publicity about silico- 
sis and the appointment of a Congressional committee to hold public 
hearings,’ noted a confidential Mellon report, “the attention of much of 
the entire country has been focused on silicosis. It is more than probable 
that this publicity will result in a flood of claims, whether justified or un- 
justified, and will tend toward improperly considered proposals for legis- 
lation.” In order to fend off these feared laws and lawsuits, the Air Hygiene 
Foundation planned a public relations campaign that purported to “give 
everyone concerned an undistorted picture of the subject.” 

Leading scientists and public officials were appointed to serve as 
members and trustees of the foundation. Its spokesmen began to be 
widely quoted in popular trade publications. “Silicotics are rare compared 
with men driven from their jobs by shyster lawyers,” commented AHF rep- 
resentative Alfred C. Hirth. The AHF’s own “shyster lawyer,” Theodore C. 
Waters, accused doctors of fabricating claims of silicosis. “In many in- 
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stances, he stated, “employees have been advised by physicians, un- 
trained and inexperienced in the diagnosis and effect of silicosis, that 
they have the disease and thereby have sustained liability. Acting on this 
advice, the employee, now concerned about his condition, leaves his em- 
ployment, even though that trade may be the only one in which he is able 
to earn a living.’"° 

Companies did finally begin to limit the worst abuses, improving ven- 
tilation, wetting down the dust, offering respiratory masks, and using other 
methods to reduce silica exposures. Gross slaughters like Hawk’s Nest 
were easily preventable, and they generated headlines that were bad for 
business. Businesses were also aware of their increasing financial liability 
due to lawsuits. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the legal sys- 
tem was heavily biased to prevent workers from successfully suing their 
employers. By the 1930s, however, courts had become increasingly will- 
ing to hold employers liable for both actual and punitive damages. Driven 
by rising jury awards and insurance awards, the “dusty trades” took their 
problem out of the courts by convincing state governments to incorporate 
silicosis into state workers’ compensation schedules. 

With the Air Hygiene Foundation, industry had found an effective 
propaganda formula: a combination of partial reforms with reassuring “sci- 
entific” rhetoric, under the aegis of an organization with a benevolent, 
independent-sounding name. Even though the AHF was governed by and 
for the dusty trades, it had successfully become a vehicle for deployment 
of the “third party” technique. “A survey report from an outside, indepen- 
dent agency carries more weight in court or before a compensation com- 
mission than does a report prepared by your own people,” explained AHF 
membership committee chairman C. E. Ralston at the foundation’s fifth 
annual meeting. By 1940, the AHF had 225 member companies, repre- 
senting such major polluters of the day as American Smelting and Refin- 
ing, Johns-Manville, United States Steel, Union Carbide, and PPG 
Industries. In 1941, it changed its name to the Industrial Hygiene Foun- 
dation (and later still to the Industrial Health Foundation), broadening its 
agenda beyond dust-related diseases to encompass other industrial health 
issues. By the 1970s, it had more than 400 corporate sponsors, including 
Gulf Oil, Ford Motor Company, General Motors, Standard Oil of New Jer- 
sey, Kawecki Berylco Industries, Brush Beryllium, Consolidated Coal, 
Boeing, General Electric, General Mills, Goodyear, Western Electric, 
Owens-Corning Fiberglass, Mobil Oil, and Dow Chemical.!! 
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In the mid-1930s, silicosis was regarded as the “king of occupational 
diseases,” as well known and notorious as asbestos would become in the 
1990s. Thanks in large measure to the work of the AHF, however, it began 
to fade from the headlines by the end of the decade. The history of sili- 
cosis is documented in a book titled Deadly Dust by professors Gerald 
Markowitz and David Rosner, who study the history of occupational and 
public health policies. By the 1940s, they note, industry health analysts 
declared silicosis a “disease of the past,” and by the 1950s, it was “officially 
declared unimportant, and those who spoke about it found it necessary to 
apologize for ‘bringing up such a shopworn, dusty topic.’” Its disappear- 
ance from the headlines is arguably an even bigger scandal than the cover- 
up at Hawk's Nest, because the disease itself has not been eliminated, 
even though its cause is well understood and avoidable. In England and 
other parts of Europe, a ban on sandblasting has been in place since 1949. 
In the United States, however, the National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health (NIOSH) currently estimates that a million U.S. work- 
ers are at risk of developing silicosis, of whom 100,000 are in high-risk oc- 
cupations—such as miners, sandblasters, rock drillers, pottery and mason 
workers, roof bolters, and foundry workers. NIOSH estimates that 59,000 
of these workers will develop adverse health effects from silica exposure. 

“Despite years of assurance that silicosis was a disease of the past and 
that workers could be adequately protected through proper ventilation, 
substitution of non-silica abrasives such as steel shot or garnite, and pro- 
tective equipment, the reality is that during the postwar years workers 
continued to be exposed to excess amounts of silica and that silicosis 
never really vanished,” write Rosner and Markowitz. “However, it is vir- 
tually impossible to develop reliable statistics concerning its prevalence in 
the decades following World War II given the general complacency of in- 
dustry and the industrial hygiene and medical communities regarding this 
disease and the fact that silicosis was often not listed on death certificates 
as a cause of death or contributing factor. In general, doctors were neither 
trained to diagnose this disease nor given reason to suspect its prevalence 
among industrial workers.”!? 

Recent cases that we do know about, culled from news stories and the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,” include the following: 


e A 39-year-old man was diagnosed with silicosis and tuberculosis in 
April 1993 after working 22 years as a sandblaster, during which he 
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typically spent six hours a day sandblasting. He had worn a charcoal 
filter respirator, but it failed to protect him. 


e A male nonsmoker was diagnosed with advanced silicosis, emphy- 
sema, and asthma at age 49 after working 23 years as a tile installer. 
His work included polishing and drilling tile, and he was exposed to 
grout dust and sandblasting. He did not use a respirator, because in- 
formation about dust control had not been made available to work- 
ers. 


e A brick mason was diagnosed with silicosis, emphysema, and lung 
cancer at age 70 after 41 years on the job. He had worn a respirator 
while working in dusty conditions, but again it wasn’t enough pro- 
tection. 


e A 47-year-old man was diagnosed with severe silicosis in 1992 after 
working 22 years as a rock driller. He lingered for two years before 
dying in 1994. The drills he had used were equipped with dust con- 
trols, which were usually inoperable. 


e Leslie Blevins, a 41-year-old coal miner, spent three months cutting 
through sandstone to get to a coal seam. On orders from the com- 
pany, he helped conceal his sandstone mining from federal inspec- 
tors. “There's a lot of things that wasn’t supposed to be done, but you 
either do it or you go home,” he explained. The mining machine that 
he worked on was an old machine. Its water sprays—used to sup- 
press dust—were constantly breaking. The dust was suffocating. 
“Sometimes I'd have to shut the miner down and go back in the 
fresh air and puke,” he said. “My boss would come back and tell me 
to go back in.” A year later, he was diagnosed with severe silicosis. 
A doctor gave him two years to live, but he managed to hang on for 
three.'7 


Not everyone dies from silicosis. Some are permanently disabled and 
turn for help to the worker's compensation system that industry helped put 
in place in the wake of the Hawk’s Nest scandal. Often, however, they 
must fight insurance companies to obtain benefits. “Even if they win, the 
payments they receive rarely equal their previous earnings and may end 
after a period of years,” notes Houston Chronicle reporter Jim Morris. 
“The maximum benefit for a ‘permanent, total’ disability in Texas, for ex- 
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ample, is $438 per week for 401 weeks, or a little more than 71⁄2 years. 
That’s hardly comforting to an incapacitated, 40-year-old silicosis victim 


who had expected to work another 25 years.”! 


Rediscovering the Obvious 


Even today, most states and the federal government make no serious at- 
tempt to track silicosis, which is not classified as a reportable disease. “If 
you look at the whole surveillance system, it’s been a joke,” says Dr. Ken- 
neth Rosenman, an associate professor of medicine at Michigan State 
University, noting that government health officials “can’t even keep track 
of how many people actually die from falls and other trauma in the work- 
place. The Bureau of Labor Statistics probably has a 75 percent under- 
count of silicosis.”'® The workers of today, in other words, are not that 
much different from the workers at Hawk’s Nest. No one knows how 
many are dying from exposure to deadly dust, and perhaps no one ever 
will. Aside from the workers themselves and a few academics and isolated 
government officials, no one really seems to care. 

The story of silicosis since Hawk's Nest has unfolded as a series of 
episodes in which, every decade or so, the disease gets “discovered” all 
over again, followed by efforts at regulatory reform. Each time, these ef- 
forts to defeat the disease have been thwarted by industry campaigns 
modeled after the pattern set by the Air Hygiene Foundation. In the 
1960s, for example, university researchers documented an epidemic of 
silicosis among shipyard workers in Louisiana. When similar reports in 
the 1970s prompted the National Institute for Occupational Safety 
and Health (NIOSH) to propose more stringent standards for worker sil- 
ica exposure, the affected industries established a group called the Silica 
Safety Association (SSA). Like the AHF, it professed concern for worker 
safety, stating that its mission was to “investigate and report on possible 
health hazards involved in [the] use of silica products and to recommend 
adequate protective measures considered economically feasible.”!”? The 
key phrase here, of course, is “economically feasible.” In reality, the SSA 
regarded any new policy measures to restrict silica exposure as unfeasible. 
After successfully lobbying to prevent the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) from adopting the proposed new NIOSH stan- 
dard, the SSA disbanded in 1982, its true mission accomplished. At about 
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the same time, a new epidemic of silicosis emerged, this time among 
Texas oil workers who contracted the disease while sandblasting pipes 
and storage tanks. A six-month investigation by the Houston Chronicle in 
1992 found that “silicosis is often misdiagnosed by doctors, disdained by 
industry officials and unknown to the very workers who stand the great- 
est chance of getting it. . . . Old warnings and medical studies have been 
ignored, products falsely advertised and government rules flouted—espe- 
cially with regard to sandblasting, an activity so hazardous that NIOSH 
recommended its banning in 1974.” As late as 1996, the National Insti- 
tute for Occupational Safety and Health estimated that more than a mil- 
lion workers continue to be exposed to silica.'? A study by the Centers for 
Disease Control found 14,824 cases of silicosis-associated deaths be- 
tween the years of 1968 and 1994. 

These disclosures prompted a National Conference to Eliminate Sil- 
icosis in 1997, which attracted more than 600 federal employees, indus- 
try representatives, union officials, and public health workers. New 
evidence has emerged suggesting that silica exposure may cause lung can- 
cer in addition to silicosis. In May 1998, the official publication of the 
American Society of Safety Engineers dubbed crystalline silica “the new 
asbestos.” Once again, the dangers of silica exposure have been rediscov- 
ered. Nearly seven decades after Hawk's Nest, silicosis has become a 
“new” disease all over again. 

In response, industry has mobilized again. “Silica Scare Beginning to 
Hit Home,” complained the Aggman, a trade publication of the aggre- 
gates industry, which produces crushed stone, sand, and gravel. Writing 
in the same publication, Mark Savit, the industry’s lobbyist at the well- 
connected Washington law firm of Patton Boggs, accused “regulatory 
agencies, such as OSHA, the Mine Safety and Health Administration 
(MSHA) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)” of going to 
“great lengths to whip up emotions regarding this issue,’ which “could 
have a profound effect on the way in which our industry does business in 
the future.” He added, however, that industry would have “multiple op- 
portunities to challenge the regulations that the agencies are trying to im- 
pose, and to expose the flawed science upon which they are based. . . . As 
a first step, my law firm, Patton Boggs, will sponsor ‘Silica in the Next 
Century—The Need for Sound Public Policy, Research and Liability Pre- 
vention’ on March 24, 1997, the day before the OSHA/MSHA meeting. 


84 TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS! 


Top scientists, industry and association executives, and attorneys will pro- 
vide participants with the ammunition they need to defend themselves 
from the coming attack.”!? 

As a second step, the “dusty trades” created yet another group, this 
time called the Silica Coalition. “While the organization is ostensibly 
aimed at providing ‘sound science’ and legal resources to companies po- 
tentially affected by any change in government regulation of silica, it is also 
clear that increased awareness of the dangers of silica and the resulting 
threat of litigation hang over the heads of industry executives,” note Ros- 
ner and Markowitz.” 


Different Disease, Same Story 


We have chosen to detail the history of silicosis because it serves as an ar- 
chetype for the way that government, industry, and public health author- 
ities have reacted to countless similar health threats. Each year, more 
than 800,000 people develop new cases of occupational illness that, com- 
bined with on-the-job injuries, kill as many as 80,000. “The medical costs 
of occupational injuries and illnesses appear to be much larger than those 
of AIDS,” concluded a 1997 report in the Archives of Internal Medicine. 
“The total costs appear to be larger than those for Alzheimer’s disease and 
are of the same magnitude as those of cancer, of all circulatory disease and 
of all musculoskeletal conditions.”*! In 1991, former New York Times labor 
correspondent William Serrin noted that some 200,000 U.S. workers had 
been killed on the job since the passage of the Occupational Safety and 
Health Act of 1970, and as many as two million more had died from dis- 
eases caused by the conditions where they worked. “That’s 300 dead men, 
women and children a day. In fact, work kills more people each year than 
die from AIDS, drugs, or drunken driving and all other motor vehicle ac- 
cidents,” he observed. “Moreover, another 1.4 million people have been 
permanently disabled in workplace accidents since the act became law. Yet 
in those twenty years, only fourteen people have been prosecuted by the 
Justice Department for workplace safety violations, and only one person, 
a South Dakota construction contractor who was convicted in the deaths 
of two workers in a trench cave-in, has gone to jail—for forty-five days.”” 

In many cases, corporate and public officials have known for decades 
about life-threatening chemical hazards while failing to protect workers 
and publicly proclaiming their safety. The solvent benzene, for example, 
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was considered dangerous as early as the 1920s and was linked to 
leukemia and other cancers in a 1948 toxicological review prepared for the 
American Petroleum Institute which stated that “the only absolutely safe 
concentration for benzene is zero.” Yet benzene continues to be widely 
used and manufactured in refineries and chemical plants and is still pre- 
sent in the workplace today. 

As early as 1918, asbestos was considered so hazardous that a med- 
ical statistician for Prudential Insurance Company advised against offer- 
ing coverage to asbestos workers, “on account of the assumed 
health-injurious conditions of the injury.” The Metropolitan Life Insurance 
Company reached similar conclusions in 1922, linking asbestos to fibro- 
sis of the lungs. Numerous articles about asbestosis and “industrial can- 
cer’ among asbestos workers appear in the 1930s files of the Industrial 
Hygiene Foundation. All of these industry sources were talking among 
themselves about the link between asbestos and cancer long before the 
Journal of the American Medical Association first reported in 1944 that as- 
bestos was among “agents known to cause occupational cancer.” In 1948, 
the American Petroleum Institute's Medical Advisory Committee spoke of 
the need to “aim at the complete elimination” of worker exposures to both 
asbestos and benzene. For public consumption, however, industry 
churned out one misleading study after another, such as a massive 1958 
study funded by the Quebec Asbestos Mining Association that was widely 
cited as the largest epidemiological study done on asbestosis, involving 
some 6,000 asbestos miners. Performed by the Industrial Hygiene Foun- 
dation, the report looked impressive unless you happened to pay attention 
to its method. “Among numerous errors in method was one central, sci- 
entifically inexcusable flaw,” notes David Kotelchuck, director of the Cen- 


ter for Occupational and Environmental Health at Hunter College in 
New York: 


The investigators, Daniel Braun and T. Truan, virtually ignored the 
20-year time lag between exposure to an agent known to cause lung 
cancer and the first visible signs of disease (the so-called latent pe- 
riod). They studied a relatively young group of workers, two-thirds of 
whom were between 20 and 44 years of age. Only 30 percent of the 
workers had been employed for 20 or more years, the estimated la- 
tent period for lung cancer. With so many young people in the study, 
too young to have the disease although they might well be destined 
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to develop it, Braun and Truan of course did not find a statistically 
significant increase in lung cancer among the miners. As became ob- 
vious later, they had drowned out a clear danger in a sea of mis- 
leading data.” 


By 1960, 63 scientific papers on the subject of asbestosis had been 
done, 11 of which were sponsored by the asbestos industry, the other 52 
coming from hospitals and medical schools. The 11 industry studies were 
unanimous in denying that asbestos caused lung cancer and minimizing 
the seriousness of asbestosis—a position diametrically opposite to the 
conclusions reached in the nonindustry studies. In 1962, the Gulf Oil 
Company’s advice to workers, in a training manual for insulators, was 
that “the fibers of asbestos . . . are not injurious to the respiratory organs. 
Working with this material does not subject one to this hazard to one’s 
health.”** As we all know today, this advice was not only a lie but a mur- 
derous lie. The history of industry denials was neatly summarized by 
David Ozonoff from Boston University, who served as a witness in as- 
bestos litigation and described the series of defenses used by the asbestos 
industry: 


Asbestos doesn't hurt your health. OK, it does hurt your health but 
it doesn't cause cancer. OK, asbestos can cause cancer but not our 
kind of asbestos. OK, our kind of asbestos can cause cancer, but not 
the kind this person got. OK, our kind of abestos can cause cancer, 
but not at the doses to which this person was exposed. OK, as- 
bestos does cause cancer, and at this dosage, but this person got his 
disease from something else, like smoking. OK, he was exposed to 
our asbestos and it did cause his cancer, but we did not know about 
the danger when we exposed him. OK, we knew about the danger 
when we exposed him, but the statute of limitations has run out. 
OK, the statute of limitations hasn't run out, but if we're guilty we'll 
go out of business and everyone will be worse off. OK, we'll agree 
to go out of business, but only if you let us keep part of our company 
intact, and only if you limit our liability for the harms we have 


caused. 


Much the same story can be told with respect to brown lung disease, 
an affliction of cotton mill workers that was first observed in the early 
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1900s but, following the standard pattern, was barely studied for half a 
century after its discovery. In 1945, a report by the U.S. Department of 
Labor said brown lung disease was not a problem in American cotton 
mills. The extent of the problem came to light when a Yale researcher 
began studying the health of prison inmates who were found to suffer a 
high experience of the disease at cotton mills operated by inmates of the 
Federal Penitentiary in Atlanta.” Similar histories of official neglect have 
been written about worker deaths from exposure to the metal beryllium; 
exposures to heavy metals such as lead, mercury, or cadmium; lung haz- 
ards such as fiberglass and coal dust; or chemicals such as chlordane and 
dioxin. 


Without Propaganda, Pollution Would Be Impossible 


As evidence began to mount in the 1970s about the harmful effects of 
chemicals such as DDT, PCBs, vinyl chloride and benzene, companies— 
including Mobil Oil, Monsanto, and Union Carbide—launched multiple 
massive advertising and public relations campaigns, using slogans like 
Monsanto’s “without chemicals, life itself would be impossible.” Union 
Carbide’s propaganda efforts alone involved some 200 company man- 
agers, coordinated by the company’s communications department as they 
pumped out speeches, tapes, canned editorials, educational films for pub- 
lic schools, and articles for newspapers and magazines.”° 

The propaganda effort relied heavily on questionable statistics de- 
signed to create the impression that excessive regulation was stifling 
American creativity and prosperity. Faced with proof that vinyl chloride 
caused a rare form of liver cancer, chemical manufacturers announced 
that a proposed federal standard for vinyl chloride exposure would cost 
two million jobs and $65 billion. “The standard is simply beyond compli- 
ance capability of the industry,” declared their trade association. After the 
screaming was over, the standard was adopted and the industry continued 
to flourish, without job losses and at 5 percent of the industry’s estimated 
cost.” 

Information on occupational health hazards is rarely collected and 
even more rarely reported in the news. In the early part of this century, the 
concept of industrial safety was a novelty in the United States when Alice 
Hamilton, the country’s first industrial physician, began to investigate 
what she came to call “the dangerous trades.” In her autobiography, Hamil- 
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ton described how she became aware of the problem: “It was also my ex- 
perience at Hull House that aroused my interest in industrial diseases. 
Living in a working-class quarter, coming in contact with laborers and 
their wives, I could not fail to hear talk of the dangers that working men 
face, of cases of carbon-monoxide gassing in the great steel mills, of 
painters disabled by lead palsy, of pneumonia and rheumatism among the 
men in the stockyards.” Hamilton went to the library “to read everything 
I could find on the dangers to industrial workers, and what could be done 
to protect them. But it was all German, or British, Austrian, Dutch, Swiss, 
even Italian or Spanish—everything but American. In those countries, in- 
dustrial medicine was a recognized branch of the medical sciences, in my 
own country it did not exist.” 

Decades later, Rachel Scott found the situation had not changed 
much when she set out to research her 1974 book, Muscle and Blood, 
which examined conditions affecting workers in steel foundries and other 
industrial settings. “At the library I had hoped to find some explanation of 
hazards to foundry workers—mortality studies, perhaps, which would 
shed some light on whether foundry employees showed higher incidences 
of diseases commonly associated with dusts and fumes, such as heart dis- 
ease, respiratory disease, or lung cancer. I found French studies, Italian 
studies, German studies, and a few British studies, but in the American 
literature, nothing. . . . In spite of my failure at the library, I could not be- 
lieve there were no studies of present-day American foundries. But calls 
to federal and state officials confirmed that, indeed, no one knew how 
foundry workers may be reacting to their often hazardous environment.””? 

Even today, the situation is not much better. “We have better data on 
cattle slaughter in the United States than we do on work-related deaths 
and injuries,” says Joseph Kinney of the National Safe Workplace Institute 
in Chicago, which he founded in 1987 after his brother died in a work- 
place accident for which the employer was fined only $800.*° 

Industry-financed propaganda campaigns like the Air Hygiene Foun- 
dation have helped create this vacuum of information, along with the no- 
tion that other people's problems are not our own and that the benefits of 
modern society outweigh the dangers. There is a cost, however, attached 
to this disregard for what happens to workers in their places of employ- 
ment. Like coal-mine canaries, workers are often the first to encounter 
and recognize hazards in the broader environment that affects us all. Ex- 
posures to harmful chemicals are typically more severe and frequent in the 
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workplace than elsewhere, and workers who fall sick often serve as early 
warnings that the solvent, metal, or pesticide with which they are work- 
ing may be a threat to the broader community. Often, in fact, it has been 
workers themselves—not doctors, scientists, scholars, or government of- 
ficials—who have discovered and raised the first alarm about a new health 
risk. 


Lead and the “House of the Butterflies” 


Given the long history of worker poisonings from exposure to lead, simple 
common sense should have been enough to avert the massive lead cont- 
amination that the United States and other industrial nations experienced 
during the twentieth century. After all, lead has been a known poison 
since antiquity. During the first century A.D., lead miners strapped animal 
bladders over their mouths as a way to avoid inhaling it. Benjamin Franklin 
wrote about the “mischievous effect from lead,” which he experienced 
firsthand in his work as a printer. “You will observe with concern,” he 
wrote, “how long a useful truth may be known, and exist, before it is gen- 
erally received and practis’d on.” If he had lived on into modern times, 
Franklin would no doubt be amazed at the “scientific” arguments that 
corporate propagandists have mustered to prevent the “useful truth” of 
lead’s dangers from being “received and practis’d on.” 

“Why had it taken so long to confirm that environmental lead was a 
legitimate hazard?” asks William Graebner, a professor of history at the 
State University of New York at Fredonia. “The single most important an- 
swer to that question is that the lead industries did not want to see the tri- 
umph of an environmental perspective; and the lead industries exercised 
enormous influence over the production and dissemination of knowledge 
about lead in the four decades after 1925. This influence might best be 
described as a kind of hegemony over scientific research and over per- 
ceptions of lead-related problems.”?! 

Lead exposure can cause anemia, kidney cancer, brain damage, ab- 
dominal pain, weight loss, weakness, reproductive system impairment, 
and miscarriage. Its effect on the brain can be severe and permanent, 
causing hallucinations, tremors, outright insanity, and even death. These 
effects were detailed in 1861 by novelist Charles Dickens, who exposed 
the horrors visited upon women who went mad working in lead factories. 
By the late nineteenth century, England was regulating workplace expo- 
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sure to lead, and by the 1920s Australia and a number of European coun- 
tries were regulating lead in paint, which was affecting painters and was 
becoming a common cause of poisoning among children. In the United 
States, however, the regulatory mechanisms moved in the opposite direc- 
tion, thanks largely to America’s infatuation with the automobile and the 
discovery of “no-knock gasoline.” 

In 1922, researchers for General Motors discovered that adding 
tetraethy! lead to gasoline could raise the compression and power of in- 
ternal combustion engines. By the end of the decade, this discovery 
helped GM displace Ford as the country’s number-one automaker. The 
downside, however, was instantly recognized by industrial hygienists. 
Lead in paint is bad enough, but dried paint at least fixes most of the lead 
in a solid form that requires some effort to ingest. Tetraethyl lead, how- 
ever, is an oily liquid that is easily absorbed through the skin or inhaled 
as it evaporates. This makes it more “bioavailable” than lead in solid form, 
as a series of tragedies quickly demonstrated. The first to reach the at- 
tention of the public occurred at a tetraethy! lead processing plant owned 
by Standard Oil in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Within a five-day period be- 
ginning on October 24, 1924, five of the plant's 49 workers died and 35 
developed severe dementia and other neurological symptoms of lead 
poisoning. Several would spend the rest of their lives confined to insane 
asylums. 

Following the all-too-familiar protocol in such cases, the company’s 
spokesmen responded to these poisonings by attempting to blame the 
workers for their own fate. The New York Times, which reported on the dis- 
aster, noted that a company doctor had suggested that “nothing ought to 
be said about this matter in the public interest.” The workers’ supervisors 
opined that “these men probably went insane because they worked too 
hard.”** Reports soon emerged, however, of other cases in which workers 
had died while handling tetraethyl lead. A General Motors research site 
in Dayton, Ohio, saw worker deaths, as did a DuPont chemical plant at 
Deepwater, New Jersey. During a two-year time span, the Deepwater plant 
saw more than 300 cases of lead poisoning. Eighty percent of the work- 
ers at DuPont who handled tetraethy! lead during that period were poi- 
soned, some repeatedly. Other employees took to calling the tetraethy] 
lead unit the “house of the butterflies,” a grim joke about the nonexistent 
insects that the exposed workers were seeing as part of their hallucinatory 
dementia.*? 
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The political struggle over the introduction of leaded gasoline marked 
a historical watershed, a moment that would help define the future di- 
rection of technological development and corporate power in American so- 
ciety. The automobile was fast becoming the mechanical “chicken in every 
pot” that each American family craved as a symbol of personal financial 
success. Simultaneously it was coming to symbolize the idea that tech- 
nological innovation marked the way forward for human freedom and 
progress. “No-knock” gasoline meant that automobile engines would have 
more power, more efficiency, more speed—in short, everything that mod- 
ern society has come to see as desirable indicators of progress. The worker 
poisonings at several different locations suggested, however, that this 
progress might come at a great price. No one knew or could even imagine 
yet the sheer number of automobiles that would be racing down public 
highways 50 years hence, but it was clear that the lead going into gas 
tanks would exit through the tailpipe—not as a liquid but as an aerosol, 
making it almost entirely bioavailable from the moment it left the engine. 
It would float in the air, then gradually settle to the ground, contaminat- 
ing streets and soil. 

A proper, precautionary response to the lesson learned from worker 
exposures would have been to ban leaded gasoline. Instead, automakers 
and government officials preferred to assume that the amount of lead in 
leaded gasoline was so small as to present no danger. In a letter to the U.S. 
Surgeon General, DuPont's chairman stated that this question “had been 
given very serious consideration . . . although no actual experimental data 
has been taken.” Even without data, he was confident that “the average 
street will probably be so free from lead that it will be impossible to de- 
tect it or its absorption.” In order to minimize public concern about the 
product's potential hazard, leaded gasoline was given the brand name 
Ethyl, with the word “lead” deliberately omitted. 

For help in generating a scientific rationale for the introduction of 
leaded gasoline, General Motors turned to the U.S. Bureau of Mines. As 
an official arm of the U.S. government, the Bureau of Mines purported to 
offer an “independent” and hence reliable assessment of the safety risks 
involved with leaded gas, but in fact its independence was compromised 
at multiple levels. Its history with respect to the safety of mineworkers had 
shown it to be a pliable tool of industry. In reality it was an institution that 
existed to promote and support the mining industry, and tetraethyl lead 
promised to create a huge new market for mined lead. Worst of all, GM 
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was paying the Bureau to conduct its study on the safety of leaded gas— 
creating an obvious conflict of interest, as several prominent public health 
specialists pointed out to little avail. “It seems to me extremely unfortu- 
nate that the experts of the United States Government should be carry- 
ing out this investigation on a grant from General Motors,” wrote Dr. 
Yandell Henderson, a leading public health physiologist at Yale University, 
pointing to the “urgent need for an absolutely unbiased investigation.”** 

Just as the Ethyl Gasoline Corporation had taken the word “lead” out 
of its own name, the Bureau of Mines went out of its way to omit refer- 
ences to lead in its internal correspondence regarding the GM-funded 
study. Questioned about this omission, a Bureau of Mines official replied 
that it was deliberate. “If it should happen to get some publicity acciden- 
tally, it would not be so bad if the word ‘lead’ were omitted as this term is 
apt to prejudice somewhat against its use,” he stated. Censoring the word 
“lead” out of research into lead toxicity strays considerably, of course, from 
what might be considered strict scientific rigor. Not surprisingly, the 
Bureau of Mines study produced a scientific whitewash, which was 
promptly released as “proof” that “there is no danger of acquiring lead 
poisoning through even prolonged exposure to exhaust gases of cars using 
Ethyl Gas.” 

In addition to the Bureau of Mines, industry turned for scientific 
backing to the Charles F. Kettering Foundation and the Kettering Labo- 
ratory of Applied Physiology. Forerunners of today’s Sloan-Kettering In- 
stitute for Cancer Research, both the foundation and the laboratory were 
founded by Charles Kettering, a General Motors executive who had been 
directly involved in the company’s efforts to develop tetraethyl lead as a 
gasoline additive. The laboratory’s first director, Robert Kehoe, was the 
Ethyl Gasoline Corporation's medical director. He quickly became the 
most vocal scientist in the United States on the subject of lead hazards. 
His writings, which remained influential well into the 1960s, claimed 
that lead occurs “naturally” in human beings and that the body “naturally” 
eliminates low-level lead exposures. At “natural” low levels, it was safe. 
The only exposures that mattered, he said, were acute exposures like the 
worker poisonings that had occurred at the “house of butterflies.” This 
formulation of the facts, which has since been conclusively refuted, pro- 
vided the scientific weapon that industry needed to fight off the threat that 
lead poisoning might be environmentally defined and that tetraethyl lead 
might be banned. 
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God, Gas, and Civilization 


On May 20, 1925, the U.S. Surgeon General convened a national con- 
ference that brought together representatives from labor, business, and the 
public health community to discuss the future of tetraethy! lead. “At this 
conference the ideologies of the different participants were clearly and re- 
peatedly laid out and provide an important forum in which we can evalu- 
ate the scientific, political, economic, and intellectual issues surrounding 
this controversy,” Rosner and Markowitz observe. “In the words of one par- 
ticipant, the conference gathered together in one room ‘two diametrically 
opposed conceptions. The men engaged in industry, chemists, and engi- 
neers, take it as a matter of course that a little thing like industrial poi- 
soning should not be allowed to stand in the way of a great industrial 
advance. On the other hand, the sanitary experts take it as a matter of 
course that the first consideration is the health of the people.’ ”*® 

Frank Howard of the Ethyl Gasoline Corporation provided industry's 
viewpoint. “Our continued development of motor fuels is essential in our 
civilization,” he told the conference, describing the discovery of leaded 
gasoline as a “gift of God. . . . Because some animals die and some do not 
die in some experiments, shall we give this thing up entirely?” he asked. 
“I think it would be an unheard-of blunder if we should abandon a thing 
of this kind merely because of our fears.”*° 

Not everyone shared this faith, however. Yandell Henderson, the Yale 
physiologist who had criticized the Bureau of Mines study, warned pre- 
sciently that as the automobile industry expanded, hundreds of thousands 
of pounds of lead would be deposited in the streets of every major city of 
America. “The conditions would grow worse so gradually and the devel- 
opment of lead poisoning will come on so insidiously . . . that leaded gaso- 
line will be in nearly universal use and large numbers of cars will have 
been sold . . . before the public and the government awaken to the situa- 
tion,” Henderson said.*’ 

In fact, even Henderson’s warning turns out to be a gross underesti- 
mate. By the mid-1970s, 90 percent of the gasoline used for automobiles 
in the United States was formulated with ethyl. During the 60 years that 
leaded gasoline was used in the United States, some 30 million tons of 
lead was released from automobile exhausts. “When many cars were get- 
ting just ten miles to a gallon in stop-and-go traffic, a busy intersection 
might have gotten as much as four or five tons of lead dumped on it in a 
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year,’ notes Howard Mielke, an environmental toxicologist and lead expert 
at the College of Pharmacy at Xavier University of Louisiana, in New Or- 
leans. “That’s roughly equal to having a lead smelter at every major inter- 
section in the United States. As a result, there is a very, very large reservoir 
of lead in soil.”38 

Industry trade associations, in particular the Lead Industry Associa- 
tion, vigilantly responded to research that might have alerted the public to 
lead’s environmental risks. In 1939, Dr. Randolph Byers, a pediatrician at 
Boston Children’s Hospital, tracked the development of 20 children who 
had been treated successfully for lead poisoning. He found that even 
though they had been cured of their acute symptoms, many were experi- 
encing profound learning disabilities and showed evidence of personality 
disorders. The lead industry responded by threatening Byers with a 
million-dollar lawsuit. In 1955, a study of Philadelphia tenements re- 
vealed that the city’s children were becoming ill and dying from eating 
chips of lead-based paint. This, too, failed to have any appreciable impact 
on public perceptions or public policy. In the 1960s, the lead industry tried 
to have a scientist fired from the California Institute of Technology after 
his research indicated that leaded gasoline posed a risk to public health. 
“It really is a sorry track record of dirty tricks and dirty science to promote 
the broader use of lead,” says Don Ryan of the Alliance to End Childhood 
Lead Poisoning.” 

The Industrial Hygiene Foundation, which had previously risen to 
the defense of the “dusty trades” in the matter of silicosis, also helped to 
disseminate the pro-lead writings of the Kettering Foundation’s Robert 
Kehoe. It argued against the need for government regulations on lead, 
and railed against those who “exaggerate and dramatize accidental occur- 
rences and alleged injurious effects which have not been established.” 
IHF’s complaint reflected a common industry approach to environmental 
as opposed to occupational health risks. High-level, occupational expo- 
sures like the “house of butterflies” poisonings create obvious, acute re- 
sponses. The effect of lower-level environmental exposures, however, is 
typically less obvious and harder to establish scientifically beyond all rea- 
sonable doubt. A commonsense precautionary approach would have aimed 
at preventing even low-level exposures, but in the absence of absolute 
proof of harm, industry preferred to characterize such precautions as ex- 
treme, unscientific, and unnecessary. Thanks to this industry campaign, 
the first U.S. government regulations on gasoline lead emissions were not 
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issued until 1973. For children, whose developing bodies are much more 
sensitive to lead than are adults’, even those regulations would prove in- 
adequate. 


Faster Cars, Slower Kids 


The dangers of lead exposure first came to the attention of Herbert 
Needleman in the 1950s, while he was still a student in medical school. 
To help cover his tuition, Needleman took a summer job as a day laborer 
at DuPont's chemical plant in Deepwater, New Jersey. He noticed that one 
group of older workers kept to themselves, moving and speaking slowly 
and awkwardly, spending their breaks staring into space. His coworkers 
told him that they were the survivors of the “house of butterflies’—deeply 
damaged, but still able to work. 

Needleman began reading the available literature on lead poisoning 
and was struck in particular by the work that Byers had done decades ear- 
lier showing long-term effects of lead on children. In 1974, he undertook 
his own study of 2,500 first- and second-graders. Lead tends to accumu- 
late in bones and teeth, and by testing children’s “baby teeth,” he was 
able to determine which kids had experienced higher-than-average lead ex- 
posures. The results, published in the New England Journal of Medicine 
in 1979, were explosive, showing impaired mental development even at 
levels of exposure that had previously been considered safe. In addition to 
having lower intelligence, lead-exposed children are more likely to be hy- 
peractive, suffer from attention deficits, or engage in violent behavior and 
delinquency. 

“The paper was devastating to the lead industry and came at a criti- 
cal time,” observes writer Thomas A. Lewis. “A federal ban on lead in 
household paint had taken effect in 1977. Exposure to lead in the work- 
place had come under strict monitoring and remediation requirements 
under the 1978 Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA). . . . Needle- 
man’s work suggested that far more stringent regulations were needed.” 

Industry's experts, of course, disagreed—in particular, Dr. Claire Ern- 
hart, a developmental psychologist at Case Western University who has re- 
ceived substantial grants from the industry-funded International Lead 
Zinc Research Organization. Ernhart also serves periodically as a court- 
room “expert witness” for defendants in cases involving lead contamina- 
tion and cleanup. In 1982, for, example, she testified in favor of the lead 
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industry before an EPA panel that was contemplating phasing out all 
leaded gasoline. More recently, she served as an expert witness for a land- 
lord who was sued after a young girl developed severe brain damage as a 
result of ingesting lead paint. 

In 1981, Ernhart formally accused Needleman of flawed research, 
leading to a two-year EPA investigation by a panel of six outside experts. 
After reviewing and reanalyzing his data, the panel found some inconse- 
quential statistical errors and concluded that his data was insufficient to 
support the hypothesis that low levels of lead impaired children. The 
panel also concluded that Ernhart’s data was insufficient to refute Needle- 
man’s hypothesis, but Ernhart had the benefit of a coordinated PR cam- 
paign on her side. The firm of Hill & Knowlton—then the world’s largest 
PR firm—“papered the world” with a draft copy of the EPA panel's report, 
in the words of EPA senior scientist Joel Schwartz. Copies were sent to 
journalists throughout the United States, accompanied by a cover letter 
claiming that the EPA advisory panel had rejected Needleman’s findings. 
In fact, Needleman’s point-by-point response to the EPA panel's criti- 
cisms was so persuasive that the agency ended up reversing its position 
and adopting his findings as part of the basis for restricting lead in gaso- 
line. Hill & Knowlton stood their course. “To this day they are circulating 
the draft report,” Schwartz noted in 1992.4! 

In 1991, Needleman was scheduled to testify against a lead smelter 
in a Superfund case involving the cleanup of lead tailings. Ernhart and an- 
other psychologist, Sandra Scarr, were hired as expert witnesses for the de- 
fense. The case was settled out of court but sparked a renewed attack on 
Needleman’s credibility. In a letter to the National Institutes of Health, 
Ernhart and Scarr charged him with scientific misconduct and threw ina 
new claim that Needleman had “failed to cooperate” with the earlier in- 
vestigation. His university convened a new inquiry, and although it found 
“no evidence of fraud, falsification or plagiarism,” it added that it could not 
“exclude the possibility of research misconduct” and recommended fur- 
ther investigation. The process dragged into 1992, when Needleman re- 
quested and obtained an open hearing so that he could publicly confront 
his accusers. During two days of testimony, Needleman brought forth 
other scientists to testify on his behalf, including Joel Schwartz from the 
EPA. 

The charges by Ernhart and Scarr were based on arcane statistical 
details. Essentially, they were claiming that he had manipulated variables 
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in his data to produce a biased, anti-lead result. Needleman’s scientific 
defenders, however, showed that even when those variables were taken 
out of the analysis, the result would be essentially identical to the con- 
clusion that Needleman had published in 1979—namely, that for every 
10 parts per million increase of lead in a child’s tooth there was a two- 
point drop in IQ. After two months of deliberation, the full hearing board 
concluded that no evidence suggested scientific misconduct, although it 
added that Needleman’s research methods had been “sub-standard.” Out- 
raged, Needleman filed a lawsuit to force the university to retract this 
finding. 

The matter was referred to the federal Office of Research Integrity for 
yet another hearing. Nearly two years later, ORI found him innocent of in- 
tentional scientific misconduct, again noting that he had made “numerous 
errors and misstatements,” mostly of a statistical nature that did not affect 
his conclusions—the same result, in other words, as that of the previous 
1981 investigation. After 13 years of harassment, he had managed, more 
or less, to clear his name. Nevertheless, he said in 1995, “The misrepre- 
sentation is still being used by people in the lead industry to try to discredit 
my work.”* 

“When U.S. callers dial an (800) lead industry hotline, they are sent 
a thick packet of information, including a quasi-scientific paper that ques- 
tions the work of [lead researcher] Ellen Silbergeld and others, and a Wall 
Street Journal story about the integrity charges brought against Needle- 
man; a more recent Journal article by the same reporter, describing 
Needleman’s vindication before NIH, is not included,” noted Common 
Cause magazine in 1992. “The packets are issued by Edelman Public 
Relations Worldwide, which is under contract to the Lead Industries 
Association. ”*? 


Winners and Losers 


Herbert Needleman’s work is a success story, relatively speaking. His re- 
search has been confirmed by dozens of separate scientific studies con- 
ducted by other researchers and has become generally accepted. Thanks 
to federal regulations that followed from this research, the amount of lead 
in gasoline in the United States has dropped 99.8 percent from pre-1970s 
levels. The amount of lead found in the blood of Americans has also 
dropped dramatically. 
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Even today, however, the average North American carries between 
100 and 500 times as much lead in his or her blood as our preindustrial 
ancestors. In cities where there has been a high density of automobile 
traffic, adults have blood-lead levels of about 20 to 25 grams per 
deciliter—roughly half the level at which lead exposure leads to impair- 
ment of peripheral nerves. No other toxic chemical has accumulated in 
humans to average levels that are this close to the threshold for overt 
chemical poisoning. How has this affected us? Has it made us less intel- 
ligent, less rational? As the lead industry will be the first to tell you, it is 
difficult if not impossible to answer these questions with any degree of 
scientific precision. 

What we do know is that the lead industry continues to lobby, even 
today, against measures such as an excise tax on lead that would discour- 
age its use and generate funds to help clean up its toxic legacy. Cleanup 
is needed because some three million tons of lead remain on the walls of 
homes that were built and painted prior to 1970. Another five million 
tons is found in the soil near busy roadways. Lead from batteries ends up 
in waste dumps and incinerators and enters people's drinking water 
through the lead in plumbing fixtures. Opposition to a cleanup comes 
from a diverse array of economic forces: the National Association of Water 
Companies, which doesn’t want to replace lead pipes; the National Asso- 
ciation of Realtors and the National Association of Home Builders, which 
want to avoid the costs of cleaning up lead-painted homes; the electron- 
ics, plumbing, and ceramics industries, all of which use lead in their prod- 
ucts. “The war over lead, like so many consumer and environmental 
problems, is largely waged out of public view, in the bureaucratic and 
congressional trenches,” observes Common Cause. “It is at this unglam- 
orous level that industry goes head to head with government rule makers, 
wearing down their resistance and often winning through brute persis- 
tence.’“* It is a war, in other words, in which advocates for public health 
are perpetually outnumbered and outmaneuvered by expert hired guns 
whose mission, it seems, is literally to pump the public full of lead. 


Packaging the Beast 


“All is not right in the kingdom,” King 
Corporate sighed as he sat upon his royal 
throne in the Great Hall of Commerce... . 
“I need someone who will make the town 
criers stop gossiping and saying those awful 
things. We need to improve the Queens 
image and get the townspeople to sing her 
praises. | need someone who will prove that 
the moat water is harmless and that these old 
people are getting sick because they are old.” 


—“A Fable,” from the website of the 
Karwoski & Courage PR firm! 


OF ou are widely seen as being a bad actor. . . . How do you 


Il move from being a bad actor to being seen as a good actor, 
as a good guy?” Peter Sandman asked, pacing as he addressed the audi- 
ence of 400 public relations and mine managers from Australia, the Philip- 
pines, South Africa, Papua New Guinea, and the United States. 

Billed as the star attraction for the Minerals Council of Australia’s 
1998 Annual Environmental Workshop, Sandman was posing a question 
that the Australian mining industry had been asking itself with increasing 
urgency. The industry had spent millions of dollars on failed PR and ad- 
vertising campaigns to improve its reputation. Now Sandman, an affable 
“risk communication” consultant, was delivering his recipe for success. 

Sandman began by ticking off the reasons for the industry's falling 
public image: debate over the role that the Rio Tinto mine played in spark- 
ing civil war on Bougainville Island in Papua New Guinea; the dumping 
of mine tailings in a Papua New Guinea river; the collapse of a tailings 
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dam at another mine; and the push by one company to build a uranium 
mine in a national park against the wishes of the traditional Aboriginal 
owners. “There is a growing sense that you screw up a lot, and as a net re- 
sult it becomes harder to get permission to mine,’ Sandman said. The so- 
lution, he advised, lay in finding an appropriate “persona” for the industry. 

One option, he said, was to present the industry as a “romantic hero... 
which basically says, “Well, the critics are wrong. I am not a bad actor. I’m 
terrific. The mining and minerals industry is what made the world the 
wonderful place that it is.” He noted, however, that this approach had 
already failed when it was used as a basis for the mining industry's TV 
advertisements. 

The next option, he suggested, would be to portray industry as a “mis- 
understood victim. . . . You feel you are David and [environmentalists] are 
Goliath.” But this approach was equally unlikely to succeed. “No one 
thinks you are David,” he said. “You look like Goliath, especially in Aus- 
tralia. ‘Misunderstood victim’ doesn't play very well.” 

A third option would be to present the industry as a “team player.” 
However, Sandman told the miners, “You can’t get from ‘bad actor’ to ‘team 
player’ without pausing at some other image. As a characteristic of human 
nature, I don't think people can go from thinking you are bad guys to 
thinking you are good guys, without pausing somewhere in the middle.” 

One intermediate position, he suggested, is the role of “reformed 
sinner,” which “works quite well if you can sell it. . . . ‘Reformed sinner, 
by the way, is what John Brown [of British Petroleum] has successfully 
done for his organization. It is arguably what Shell has done with respect 
to Brent Spar. Those are two huge oil companies that have done a very 
good job of saying to themselves, ‘Everyone thinks we are bad guys. . . . 
We can't just start out announcing we are good guys, so what we have to 
announce is we have finally realized we were bad guys and we are going 
to be better... . It makes it much easier for critics and the public to buy 
into the image of the industry as good guys after you have spent awhile 
in purgatory. 

For the Australian mining industry, however, Sandman thought that 
even ‘reformed sinner” would be a “tough sell,” because “the public is 
rather skeptical when companies say they have reformed.” 

Fortunately, there was one more “middle” role that the industry could 
adopt on its path to salvation. “There is a fifth image that I think works by 
far the best,” he said, “and that is the ‘caged beast.’ What is the persona 
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of this ‘caged beast’? Useful, perhaps even indispensable, but dangerous. 
This is the image I would recommend to you. If you want to come back 
from ‘bad actor’ to ‘team player,’ the easiest path back is to make a case that 
you would continue to be a bad actor if you could, but you can’t, because 
the cage works.” 

Why should the industry portray itself so negatively? Because, Sand- 
man explained, the “caged beast” was a marketable image that at least 
would convey the idea that the industry was no longer harmful. “You are 
behaving much better, not because you want to, not because you have be- 
come the Mother Teresa of the mining companies, but because non- 
governmental organizations have been successful, regulators have been 
successful, your neighbors have been successful, the entire society has 
been successful in persuading you at least that you will make more dol- 
lars if you reform. 

“You have two basic postures,” Sandman advised. “Either you are free 
to rape and pillage as you want to, but fortunately you don’t have the taste 
for it. Or you have a taste for it and you might continue to rape and pil- 
lage if you could, but fortunately you can’t get away with it anymore,” he 
said. “I believe the second is true, and I am certain the second is salable. 
I can’t imagine why you keep claiming the first except that it nurtures your 
self-esteem, it reduces your outrage. Once again, whose outrage do you 


want to mitigate? The critics’ or yours? Do you want to get even or get 
rich?” 


Environmentalism in Moderation 


Sandman's candid advice may seem unusual, but some of the largest com- 
panies in the world view him as a risk communications expert and pay big 
bucks—between $650 and $1,200 per hour—for his analysis. His clients 
have included the Chemical Manufacturers Association, Ciba-Geigy, Dow 
Chemical, DuPont, Exxon, the U.S. Department of Energy in connection 
with the proposed high-level nuclear waste dump in Yucca Mountain, 
Nevada, and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency on radon testing 
in houses and home testing for lead. What kind of clients would he turn 
away? “I wouldn't work to develop risk communication strategies to keep 
tobacco sales high,” he says. “I have never been asked to work for the 
handgun industry, but if asked I suspect I'd say no. Now that I think about 
it, I might even work for the tobacco industry if they were prepared to 
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come clean. There are a few specific companies that I believe have be- 
haved so dishonorably—killing Karen Silkwood comes to mind—that I 
doubt I would work for them unless they were prepared to come clean.” 

In style and even in substance, Sandman defies many PR industry 
stereotypes. Formerly a professor of human ecology at Rutgers University, 
he works from a small office in Newton, Massachusetts. In an industry 
dominated by big companies, he adamantly refuses to let his one-person 
company get any bigger. He is a prolific writer, describes himself as a 
“moderate” environmentalist, and works on retainer to the Environmen- 
tal Defense Fund. He is scathingly critical of manipulative PR techniques 
and, unlike many PR people, talks candidly about his strategies and 
tactics. Ask a straight question, and more often than not you'll get a frank 
answer. 

Scratch the surface, however, and you can find attitudes that are re- 
markably similar to the rationalizations of conventional spin doctors. Take, 
for example, the case of Shell’s collaboration with the military dictatorship 
in Nigeria, where military repression aimed at the indigenous Ogoni peo- 
ple has helped facilitate Shell's extraction of natural gas from Ogoni lands. 
When playwright Ken Saro-Wiwa became a leader for the Ogoni people, 
he was arrested by the country’s military dictatorship. Following a trial be- 
fore a military tribunal, Saro-Wiwa and seven other Ogoni activists were 
executed by hanging in 1995. 

Sandman sighs when asked if Shell deserved the international con- 
demnation it received followed the killings. “Oh boy, is that hard,” he says. 
“I think the outrage was absolutely legitimate. I also think that Shell had 
nothing it could have done.” While acknowledging the Ogoni grievances 
as “largely justified,” Sandman characterizes Saro-Wiwa as the “Tom 
Paine” of the Ogoni and describes their campaign as an armed rebellion. 
“Though Saro-Wiwa was not armed . . . he was their pamphleteer,” he says. 
“Some of the people with whom he was executed were soldiers in this 
rebellion.” 

Setting aside the question of whether people like Thomas Paine de- 
serve to be killed, the facts themselves in Sandman’s rationalization are 
strongly disputed by Andy Rowell, a Britain-based freelance writer who 
has monitored Shell's activities since 1992. “Sandman’s views are typical 
of a corporate spin doctor relying on information from a client. They bear 
no relation to the truth about the events which actually occurred in Nige- 
ria,” says Rowell, who is the author of numerous articles on the subject as 
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well as the book Green Backlash. “Sandman’s story is not what happened, 
but what Shell wants us to believe happened,” Rowell says. “It is a virtual 
reality, which has been worked out in PR offices in Europe. . . . The Ogoni 
struggle was a non-violent struggle for ecological and social justice. It was 
not an armed rebellion. All they were demanding was an end to the dou- 
ble standards of the oil industry that had devastated their environment, 
and a greater share of the oil wealth that was drilled from under their 
land. The Ogoni suffered a brutal backlash. Over 2,000 were killed, 
30,000 made homeless, and countless others were raped and tortured by 
the Nigerian military, which received logistical and financial support from 
Shell.” 

Shell is Nigeria’s largest foreign investor, earning an estimated $312 
million a year in profits from its oil operations there. Its high-pressure 
pipelines crisscross the Niger Delta where the Ogoni live, emitting air and 
noise pollution as well as bright flames of light, sometimes as close as 100 
meters from Ogoni houses. Massive oil spills and unlined waste pits from 
company operations have also contributed to the devastation of the region. 

Sandman’s claim that Shell was powerless to prevent the execution of 
Ken Saro-Wiwa also repeats the official company line. “Some campaign- 
ing groups say we should intervene in the political process,” Shell stated 
around the time of the execution. “But even if we could, we should never 
do so. Politics is the business of governments and politicians. The world 
where companies use their economic influence to prop up or bring down 
governments would be a frightening and bleak one indeed.”* 

Rowell and other observers familiar with Shell’s massive presence in 
Nigeria say that reality belies the talk about nonintervention. When local 
Ogoni communities began organizing in 1990, Shell in fact sent a letter 
asking the Nigerian government to “urgently provide us with security pro- 
tection.” The government sent in its notorious Mobile Police Force, whose 
actions included the massacre of 80 people in the village of Umuechem 
in 1991. In 1993, the growing opposition to Shell culminated in a 
300,000-person mass rally, and Shell was forced to suspend its operations 
in the Niger Delta. That same year, General Sani Abacha took control of 
the country and began a vigorous persecution of the protesters, killing 
more than 2,000 people. Internal memos from Nigerian security forces 
document Shell's support of the Nigerian military, including payments to 
soldiers engaged in what one memo described as “ruthless military oper- 
ations . . . undertaken for smooth economic activities to commence.” Mil- 
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itary tactics included “wasting operations” (killings) coupled with “psy- 
chological tactics” and the “restriction of unauthorized visitors, especially 
those from Europe to the Ogoni.”” 

“Shell is involved in Nigerian politics up to their neck,” said Ken 
Saro-Wiwa’'s younger brother, Dr. Owens Wiwa. “If they had threatened to 
withdraw from Nigeria unless Ken was released, he would have been alive 
today.” Wiwa recounted his own personal meetings with Brian Anderson, 
the head of Shell in Nigeria, on three separate occasions during the 
months leading up to the executions. “Each time I asked him to help get 
my brother and others out,” Wiwa said. “He said he would be able to 
get Ken and the others freed if we stopped the protest campaign abroad. 
I was very shocked. Even if I had wanted to, I didn’t have the power to 
control the international environmental protests.”® 


Calculating Outrage 


As the Nigeria example suggests, Sandman tends to accommodate him- 
self to his clients’ views, but this does not mean that he merely tells them 
what they want to hear. As a specialist in what he calls “outrage manage- 
ment,” he tells companies that they have to change their behavior, at least 
on the surface, if they want to win public acceptance. 

Sandman’s theories have been programmed into Outrage, a software 
package designed to assist companies in predicting and managing the 
anger of “stakeholders” affected by corporate actions. The Outrage soft- 
ware sells for $3,000 a copy or $48,000 for a worldwide license. A demon- 
stration version is also available, which provides a revealing look at the 
limits of Sandman’s approach to corporate enlightenment. The demo of- 
fers a hypothetical sample “situation definition” that lays out the follow- 
ing scenario: “Our factory in the South Side neighborhood has long had 
visible air emissions, sometimes very thick. The poor, minority residents, 
with whom we have very little relationship, recently began organizing to 
do something about the problem, maybe even shut us down.” The demo 
then leads users through the steps needed to track and categorize people 
as allies, neutrals, or opponents. Among the sample “opponents,” it lists 
names including “S.S. Latino Assn.,” “Mrs. Charles,” “City Air Quality 
Board,” “Sierra Club,” “Greenpeace,” “South Side Elementary School,” 
and “nearest neighbors.” 
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“For obvious reasons, we are also interested in how much power each 
important stakeholder can bring to bear,” the demo explains. It invites 
users to use a fairly crude but effective formula that maps the overlap be- 
tween “passion” and “power” among stakeholders. Depending on how they 
rank in these two areas, the company can choose one of four strategies: 
“deflect, defer, dismiss, or defeat.” Stakeholders with power but no passion 
should be “deflected.” Distract them, change the subject, or just wait 
them out until their attention wanders elsewhere. People with passion 
but no power, on the other hand, can be “defeated.” Sure they care, but 
can they do anything about it? And people with neither passion nor power 
are easier still. Just “dismiss” them. The one occasion when real reform is 
necessary, Sandman says, is when dealing with people who have both 
high passion and high power. Those people are “a force to reckon with,” 
and the company will eventually have to “defer” to their demands—“one 
way or another, to one extent or another.” 

In most cases, Sandman believes that the public inaccurately per- 
ceives the level of hazard and risk associated with a company’s activities. 
Where the public and the experts disagree, he thinks the experts are usu- 
ally right. “The most usual situation,” he says, is that “the company isn’t 
doing a lot of damage, but is acting like a jerk: unresponsive, contemptu- 
ous, even dishonest. The company thinks that because it isn't doing a lot 
of damage, it is entitled to act like a jerk. The public thinks that because 
the company is acting like a jerk, it must be doing a lot of damage.” 

This analysis suggests that rather than focusing on real hazards or 
harm to the public, companies should focus their public relations atten- 
tion on perceptions of process. Does the public think the company is “re- 
sponsive’ or ‘unresponsive’? Is it “honest” or “lying”? Do decisions that 
affect the community seem “voluntary” or “coerced”? Is the company seen 
as doing something “natural” or “industrial”? “Familiar” vs. “exotic”? “Fair” 
vs. ‘unfair’? Answer these questions, Sandman says, and you are well on 
your way to managing public outrage. In order to stop seeming like jerks, 
companies should adopt a posture of apologetic humility in their public 
communications. “Acknowledge your prior misbehavior,” he advises— 
within certain limits. “I don’t chiefly mean things you have done that no- 
body knows you have done and when we find out you will go to jail,” he 
adds. “If there are any of these, I urge you to seek legal counsel before you 
seek communication counsel. I’m talking about negative things on the 
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public record. . . . Should you keep talking about them or is it enough that 
you have revealed them once? The argument I want to make is that you 
should keep talking about them incessantly. You should wallow in them.” 

The reasoning behind this strategy of public humility is encapsulated 
in a formula that Sandman has invented and which is now widely quoted 
within the public relations industry. Humility helps reduce public outrage, 
he explains, and public outrage can be as big a threat to corporate profits 
as any actual hazard. “Risk,” he says, “equals hazard plus outrage.” 

This deceptively simple formula has become a staple in PR industry 
discussions of risk communications. It has been adopted as gospel by 
leading practitioners such as James Lindheim at Burson-Marsteller and 
Thomas Buckmaster, chairman and general manager of the PR firm of Hill 
& Knowlton. By understanding that risk equals hazard plus outrage, Buck- 
master says, risk communicators can overcome the fear and hostility of 
“grassroots members, stakeholders and the public at large.” The “irra- 
tional” factor of outrage, he says, “makes it impossible to teach anyone any- 
thing—when they are afraid. . . . Once people are outraged, they don’t 
listen to hazard statistics . . . don’t use numerical risk comparisons.” In 


fact, he says, “managing the outrage is more important than managing 
the risk.” 


Rolling the Dice 


For most people, “risk” and “hazard” are virtual synonyms, although con- 
ventional risk analysts assign them somewhat different meanings. A sharp 
knife blade, they will tell you, is an example of a hazard, while risk is the 
probability that the knife will actually hurt someone. Sandman’s formula, 
however, is concerned with a different kind of risk—namely, the proba- 
bility that a given hazard will hurt a company’s bottom line. His formula 
recognizes that beyond the direct liabilities associated with a hazard, a 
company’s reputation and profitability are affected by the way the public 
reacts to it. 

Businesses are accustomed to thinking of risk as an economic reality. 
They take a serious approach to dealing with it and have evolved rigorous 
and elaborate systems for managing it, with their own specialized vocab- 
ulary: country risk, currency exchange risk, inflation and price risk, credit 
risk, insurance, cost of residual uncertainty, risk pooling, probability, vari- 
ation, standard deviation, diversification. “Every financial firm of any sub- 
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stance has a formal risk management department,” says Daniel Geer, an 
e-commerce security expert. “The financial world in its entirety is about 
packaging risk so that it can be bought and sold, i.e., so that risk can be 
securitized and finely enough graded to be managed at a profit. Everything 
from the lowly car loan to the most exotic derivative security is a risk- 
reward trade-off. Don’t for a minute underestimate the amount of money 
to be made on Wall Street, London and/or Tokyo when you can invent a 
new way to package risk. . . . You don’t have to understand forward swap- 
tions, collateralized mortgage obligations, yield burning, or anything else 
to understand that risk management is where the money is. In a capital- 
ist world, if something is where the money is, that something rules. Risk 
is that something.”® 

Businesspeople gamble with money, and a bad gamble simply means 
that someone loses some cash. “Risk analysis” of chemicals and other po- 
tential environmental and health risks is derived from “cost-benefit analy- 
sis,” which in turn derives from simple profit-and-loss accounting used by 
private companies. Arbitrary and indefensible assumptions enter the equa- 
tion, however, when this methodology is used to gamble on things as im- 
portant as human lives or the natural environment in which people live. 
What is the dollar value, after all, of a human life? What is the value of the 
air we breathe, the fertility of our soil, or our continued health and ability 
to have children? A price can be put on the cost of hospital care for can- 
cer patients, but what price can we put on the suffering that the patients 
and their families endure? These questions have been asked by govern- 
ment regulators and in product-liability lawsuits, with widely varying 
answers. 

A growing number of hard decisions facing modern societies involve 
the question: “How safe is safe enough?” Nuclear waste, recombinant 
DNA, food additives, and chemical plant explosions are just a few of the 
effects of technological progress that raise this question. The answers are 
difficult, because they involve multiple uncertainties: uncertainty about 
the magnitude of the risk at hand, contradictory data and theories, busi- 
ness trade secrets, conflicting social values, disagreements between tech- 
nical experts and the public at large. What makes these problems even 
more intractable is that politics and sophistry are frequently used to shift 
the blame away from those who cause the harm to those who suffer the 
consequences. “Risk analysis is a subtle discipline,” observes Jan Stewart, 
a mathematics professor at Warwick University in England. “It is an elab- 
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orate and rather naive procedure that can be abused in several ways. One 
abuse is to exaggerate benefits and tone down risks. A particularly nasty 
kind occurs when one group takes the risk but a different group reaps the 
benefit.” Risk management is not merely a technical discipline. Psychol- 
ogy, economics, politics, and the power of vested interests all lurk be- 
neath the seemingly objective language of “balancing risks against 
benefits.” 

The question of which risks are acceptable depends ultimately on 
where the person passing judgment stands in relation to those risks. Under 
our current regulatory system, the risk of chemical exposures is usually 
passed on to the people who suffer those exposures. If 10 or 20 years 
later they come down with cancer or their children suffer health problems, 
identifying the cause—let alone proving it in a court of law—is virtually 
impossible. Companies find this arrangement profitable, and it certainly 
encourages technological innovation, but the cost to others can be con- 
siderable, as the tobacco industry and the makers of leaded gasoline have 
tragically proven. 

“Risk assessment is a decision-making technique that first came into 
use during the presidency of Jimmy Carter, who was trained as a nuclear 
engineer,” says Peter Montague, the editor of Rachels Environment and 
Health Weekly, a newsletter that offers weekly investigative reporting and 
opinion on issues of ecology and public health. “At its best, risk assess- 
ment is an honest attempt to find a rational basis for decisions, by ana- 
lyzing the available scientific evidence. In theory it is still an attractive 
ideal,” Montague says. “However, 20 years of actual practice have badly 
tarnished the ideal of risk assessment and have sullied the reputation of 
many a risk assessor.” It arose, he says, in response to the growing real- 
ization that “many modern technologies had far surpassed human under- 
standing, giving rise to by-products that were dangerous, long-lived, and 
completely unanticipated.” The same technologies that have created un- 
paralleled wealth have also created unparalleled problems with municipal 
and industrial wastes, agricultural chemicals, auto exhausts, smokestack 
emissions, and greenhouse gases. 

As government regulators and pollution-producing industries came 
under pressure in the 1970s to address these problems, they began de- 
vising quantitative measurements to assess impacts, to weigh risks against 
benefits, and to establish numerical thresholds that would distinguish be- 
tween dangerous and safe exposure levels. The effort to develop these 
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quantitative standards, however, is fraught with difficulties. The natural 
environment is quite different from a laboratory, and laboratory studies 
cannot hope to duplicate the myriad conditions and environments into 
which chemical compounds are being released. Financial realities also 
limit the quality of the information that can be generated through labo- 
ratory research. To determine whether a chemical causes cancer, for ex- 
ample, researchers typically take a relatively small number of mice and 
pump them with large quantities of the chemical in question, because the 
alternative approach—using tens of thousands of mice and subjecting 
them to lower exposures—would cost a fortune. The effect of low-dose ex- 
posures is estimated by statistical extrapolation from the high-dose expo- 
sures. When one set of researchers set out to assess the accuracy of 
high-dose to low-dose extrapolation models, however, they found that the 
predicted low-dose results vary by a factor of a million. This, they note, “is 
like not knowing whether you have enough money to buy a cup of coffee 
or pay off the national debt.”! 

In 1995, three well-known and respected risk assessors—Anna Fan, 
Robert Howd, and Brian Davis—published a detailed summary of the 
status of risk assessment, in which they pointed out that there is no sci- 
entific agreement on which tests to use to determine whether someone 
has suffered immune system, nervous system, or genetic damage. In other 
words, the best available science lacks the tools with which to provide def- 
inite, quantitative answers to the questions that are at the heart of risk as- 
sessment. “There are other problems with risk assessments,’ Montague 
observes. “Science has no way to analyze the effects of multiple expo- 
sures, and almost all modern humans are routinely subjected to multiple 
exposures: pesticides, automobile exhaust, dioxins in meat, fish and dairy 
products; prescription drugs; tobacco smoke; food additives; ultraviolet 
sunlight passing through the earth's damaged ozone shield; and so on. 
Determining the cumulative effect of these insults is a scientific impos- 
sibility, so most risk assessors simply exclude these inconvenient realities. 
But the resulting risk assessment is bogus. . . . Risk assessment, it is now 
clear, promises what it cannot deliver, and so is misleading at best and 
fraudulent at worst. It pretends to provide a rational assessment of ‘risk’ 
or ‘safety, but it can do no such thing because the required data are sim- 
ply not available, nor are standardized methods of interpretation.”|! 

Publicly, industry and government remain committed to risk assess- 
ment, but defectors are increasingly willing to admit that it is an art rather 
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than a science. Different risk assessors, using the same evidence, can 
easily come up with radically opposed conclusions as to the costs and 
benefits of a course of action. Where uncertainty reigns, spin doctors rush 
in to fill the information vacuum. Notwithstanding its limitations, the 
methodology of risk assessment offers important advantages to the cor- 
porate spin doctor. “These methods are especially valuable politically in 
that their use tends to obscure the basic policy questions of government 
regulation of business in a technocratic haze of numbers (numbers read- 
ily manipulated), focusing attention upon the statistics rather than the is- 
sues,” observes science historian David Noble. “The methods offer other 
advantages as well, not least of which is the seeming monopoly on ratio- 
nality itself. All qualitative or subjective decision-making is relegated to the 
realm of irrationality and dismissed without a hearing. By invalidating ex- 
perience and intuition, they thereby disqualify all but the technically ini- 
tiated from taking part in the debate, which becomes enshrouded in an 
impenetrable cloak of mystery. People are encouraged to suspend their 
own judgment and abandon responsibility to the experts (who have already 
surrendered their responsibility to their paymasters).”" 

Risk analysis comes in a variety of flavors. One approach seeks to 
quantify everything in the analysis, assigning dollar values to such un- 
quantifiable, qualitative things as human lives and environmental beauty, 
along with genuinely quantifiable factors such as corporate profits and 
wealth created. The analyst then totals up the sum of various alternatives, 
and whichever one costs the least is deemed the most “acceptable” risk. 
Another approach relies heavily on comparisons between different types 
of risks. If the risk to health posed by the use of a technology or chemical 
is questioned, the analyst calculates the likelihood of someone dying from 
exposure to that chemical and shows that it is less likely than the risk of 
dying from other events such as a car crash or drowning in a flood. Since 
people choose to drive cars and live downstream from.dams, those risks 
must be acceptable to the public, the analyst concludes, and therefore this 
chemical must be acceptable too. 

“If a person is horrified by the consequences of a carcinogenic pol- 
lutant, he is reminded that every day he takes greater risks driving to 
work, so what’s all the fuss: Be consistent,” Noble observes. “The appeal- 
ing thing about such methods for the analyst aside from the fact that they 
reinforce his prerogatives is that they so often yield counter-intuitive re- 
sults; the answers come out in ways one would not have anticipated (un- 
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less, of course, one were the analyst). The happy consequence of this, for 
the promoters of the techniques, is that the naiveté of the non-specialist 
is forever being revealed; the public is thus further cautioned about rely- 
ing upon their experience and intuition and encouraged instead to rely 
upon the wisdom of the expert who alone can put things in perspective.”"? 

H. W. Lewis, a professor of physics at the University of Califor- 
nia-Santa Barbara who has chaired numerous government risk- 
assessment committees on defense, nuclear power, and other matters, 
exemplifies the attitudes of the modern risk assessor. He has written a 
book, Technological Risk, which promises to reveal the real dangers, “if any, 
of toxic chemicals, the greenhouse effect, microwave radiation, nuclear 
power, air travel, automobile travel, carcinogens of all kinds, and other 
threats to our peace of mind.” It offers mortality tables and a lesson in the 
statistical techniques used to measure risk and is in many ways a useful 
and thoughtful guide. Lewis believes that the problem of overpopulation 
is more serious and pressing than technological risk, a judgment with 
which many reasonable people would certainly agree. He points out that 
some of the largest risks confronting individuals today stem from activities 
such as smoking and automobile use, facts that are indisputable. He notes 
furthermore that it is impossible to eliminate all risk from life, which is 
also indisputable. Why, then, he asks, do people worry about little things 
like nuclear waste and pesticides, which he regards as trivial risks? The an- 
swer, he concludes, is that the public is irrational and poorly educated. 
“The fraction of our population that believes in UFOs and reincarnation 
is mind-boggling, less than half of us know that the earth goes around the 
sun once a year, and it is an unending struggle to keep the teaching of evo- 
lution legal in the schools,” he writes. “Our very literacy as a nation is in 
danger.” '* 

The ignorance of the masses is such a serious problem, Lewis be- 
lieves, that democracy itself is a dangerous proposition. “We are a partic- 
ipatory democracy and it is everyone's country, not just the educated,” he 
writes. “The common good is ill served by the democratic process. The 
problem is exacerbated by the emergence of groups of persuasive people 
who specialize in technology-bashing and exploitation of fear, make their 
livings thereby, and have been embraced by large segments of the media 
as experts.”! 

Paradoxically, however, Lewis also believes that “the core of the anti- 
technology movement today” is composed not of society's least-educated 
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members, but of the wealthiest and therefore the best-educated. “It seems 
to be an upper-middle-class phenomenon,” he writes. “We in the affluent 
societies are preoccupied with safety, while risk is recognized as a normal 
condition of existence by the less affluent. . . . Such people are genuinely 
concerned that technology may be destroying the environment, and have 
presumably never seen the environment in other, less technically ad- 
vanced, countries.’!® 

Following this logic to its conclusion would seem to suggest that we 
should be taking our cues on matters pertaining to risk from impover- 
ished sweatshop laborers in Central America, but since many of them are 
indeed genuinely illiterate and in any case rarely receive invitations to 
write books or serve on risk-assessment committees, the burden falls upon 
Lewis himself—a member of the educated upper middle class—to speak 


on their behalf. 


When Risk Turns to Crisis 


One problem with efforts to assess risk is that many factors—notoriously, 
the human factor—can never be quantified. Take, for example, the case 
of the 1984 poison leak in Bhopal, India, which is widely recognized as the 
world’s worst industrial accident. The Bhopal disaster killed more than 
2,000 people and seriously injured an estimated 200,000, many of whom 
suffered permanent blindness and damage to their respiratory systems. 
The disaster occurred when a pesticide plant owned by Union Carbide re- 
leased methyl isocyanate gas, creating what Time magazine called “a vast, 
dense fog of death” that wiped out whole neighborhoods. “Even more hor- 
rifying than the number of dead,” wrote Fortune magazine, “was the ap- 
palling nature of their dying—crowds of men, women and children 
scurrying madly in the dark, twitching and writhing like the insects for 
whom the poison was intended.”'” 

Peter Sandman, who helped advise Union Carbide in the aftermath 
of the disaster, believes that the accident was triggered by deliberate em- 
ployee sabotage. “Union Carbide has persuasive evidence,” he claims. 
“The guilty party probably didn’t intend to kill and maim thousands of peo- 
ple; he just wanted to get even for some real or imagined mistreatment by 
ruining a batch of methyl isocyanate.”'® In making this claim, he is re- 
peating a theory that Union Carbide has repeatedly floated over the years. 
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However, the company has never provided enough specifics to enable in- 
dependent verification of whether this was indeed what happened.!? Even 
if this version of events is true, of course, it in no way mitigates the com- 
pany’s responsibility for the disaster. A whole cascade of failed safety mea- 
sures went into the Bhopal tragedy. At the time of its occurrence, a 
refrigeration unit designed to prevent just such a catastrophe was shut 
down and had been inoperative for five months. Other fail-safe devices 
were also out of commission. The plant was understaffed, and employees 
were inadequately trained due to budget cutbacks. The plant lacked a 
computerized monitoring system for detecting toxic releases. Instead, 
workers were in the habit of recognizing leaks when their noses would 
burn and their eyes would water. No alarm system existed for warning the 
surrounding community, and no effort had been made to develop evacu- 
ation procedures and other emergency plans that could have saved many 
lives. As the New York Times concluded in its report, Bhopal was “the re- 
sult of operating errors, design flaws, maintenance failures, and training 
deficiencies,” all of which reflected corporate management decisions— 
human factors, in other words, not technical ones.”° 

“There are two kinds of uncertainty,” Montague notes. “First, there is 
risk, which is an event with a known probability (such as the risk of los- 
ing your life in a car this year—the accident and death rates are known). 
Then there is true uncertainty, which is an event with unknown proba- 
bility.” The human factor, and many of the risks associated with environ- 
mental problems, involve true uncertainty. Since these risks cannot be 
quantified, they tend to be treated as ghosts within the machine of risk as- 
sessment—aminimized, or subjected to arbitrary estimates based on guess- 
work rather than hard knowledge. 

In the wake of most major accidents it is usually easy to find em- 
barrassing examples of experts who predicted beforehand that such an 
event could never, ever occur. “I cannot imagine any condition which 
would cause a ship to founder. . .. Modern shipbuilding has gone beyond 
that,” said Edward J. Smith, captain of the Titanic.?! A year before the nu- 
clear meltdown at Chernobyl, a Soviet deputy minister of the power in- 
dustry announced that Soviet engineers were confident that you’d have 
to wait 100,000 years before the Chernobyl reactor had a serious acci- 
dent.”* Shortly before the explosion of the Challenger space shuttle, Bryan 
O’Connor, NASA's Washington-based director of the shuttle program, 
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recalls that he “asked someone what the probability risk assessment was 
for the loss of a shuttle. I was told it was one in ten thousand.”?’ 

When actual disaster strikes, risk communications gives way to an- 
other PR specialty known as “crisis management.” Emerging in the after- 
math of the 1979 nuclear near-meltdown at Three Mile Island, crisis 
management is now taught by highly paid consultants in industry seminars 
and conferences. Crisis managers help companies cope with bad public- 
ity in the wake of everything from sexual harassment cases and embez- 
zlement scandals to plant explosions, strikes, employee shootings, toxic 
leaks, product tamperings, and food poisonings. Examples include the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill, E. coli-contaminated hamburgers at the Jack in the 
Box restaurant chain, the crash of TWA Flight 800, and the Pan Am 
Lockerbie disaster. 

Unlike risk communicators, whose job is usually to tell the public that 
hazards are slight and risk is remote, crisis managers warn their clients that 
danger is everywhere and disasters are bound to happen. “There are two 
kinds of companies: those that have had crises, and those that will,” pro- 
claimed PR Week in May 1999. “It is a matter of timing and prescience but 
sooner or later most companies will probably need a crisis expert to help 
them.” The Pittsburgh managing director for the Ketchum PR firm esti- 
mated in 1999 that 35 to 40 percent of the income for his unit came from 
crisis counseling. In the near future, PR Week predicted, “crisis consult- 
ing could mean hundreds of millions of dollars to the PR industry.””* 

“All corporations are living closer to the edge, increasing the poten- 
tial of crises. Things are being done faster with fewer people, which is 
adding more risk,” explained Robert Wilkerson of the Corporate Response 
Group, a PR firm whose crisis résumé includes a major fraud case and 
labor dispute in Europe, a food embargo, a plane crash, oil spills, product 
recalls, and two hostile corporate takeovers.”” 

As the range of these examples indicates, crisis management is not 
limited to health and safety issues. Spin doctors repair the reputations of 
politicians, celebrities, and corporations alike—anyone, in fact, who is 
rich enough to afford the service. Rubenstein Associates, owned by attor- 
ney Howard Rubenstein, is considered one of the top crisis managers in 
the business. The firm’s clients have included George Steinbrenner, Ru- 
pert Murdoch, Donald Trump, “Queen of Mean” Leona Helmsley, and 
sportscaster Marv Albert. Rubenstein came to the aid of billionaire Adnan 
Khashoggi when he was accused of helping Imelda Marcos defraud the 
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Philippines, saw both Murdoch and Trump through high-profile divorces, 
and soothed Kathie Lee Gifford’s embarrassment during husband Frank’s 
extramarital fling and also when it was discovered that child labor was 
being used in sweatshops to manufacture clothing that bore her name. 

“For me, it’s fascinating to be able to deal with a Kathy Lee Gifford 
problem or a Leona Helmsley case. It’s the kind of thing that pushes your 
intellectual skills,” says Rubenstein vice president Gary Lewi. Speaking at 
a PR seminar titled “How to Polish a Tarnished Reputation,” Lewi stressed 
the moral as well as mental rigor of his craft. “There was nothing unethi- 
cal in our dealings with Kathie Lee Gifford,” he said. As for Leona Helm- 
sley, “I think that while she may be a tough SOB, it’s not the kind of thing 
you go to jail for. . . . At the end of the day, you only have your ethics. No 
client is going to be in a situation where they dictate to you your morality 
and your ethics. If I find myself lying to the press or stonewalling to the 
press, and the press is no longer taking my phone calls because they re- 
gard me as a lying heathen, I might as well open up a deli.” Asked for an 
example of a client that Rubenstein has turned away, he answered, “There 
was a fellow who was trafficking kiddie porn on the Internet. The company 
canned him and wanted to rebuild its image, and we declined. It was 
clearly something that had gone on for a while, where the corporate cul- 
ture had allowed it. We didn’t want to go anywhere near it.” 

Sometimes, however, the PR industry seems to take perverse pleasure 
in exploring the “intellectual” challenge of rehabilitating clients who are 
appallingly beyond the pale. In the July 1997 issue of Public Relations Tac- 
tics, amonthly tabloid published by the Public Relations Society of Amer- 
ica, writer Steve Crescenzo examined the case of Swiss authorities who 
were being sued by Jewish Holocaust survivors seeking to reclaim the as- 
sets of their murdered family members. “Would you accept as a client 
someone who knowingly purchased gold that had been pulled from the 
teeth of people murdered by the Nazis?” Crescenzo asked, and then went 
on to praise the work of PR firms that indeed accepted just those sorts of 
clients.?” Following the rape conviction of Mike Tyson and the controver- 
sial acquittal of O. J. Simpson on murder charges, Public Relations Tactics 
devoted its cover story and several accompanying articles to another chal- 
lenging PR problem: “What do you prescribe for a public relations client 
who's a world-class athlete, charged with a vicious crime, and forced to en- 
dure a protracted incarceration?” It surveyed a variety of PR professionals, 
whose free advice for Tyson and Simpson included the following: 
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e “Tyson's handlers need to ‘reinvent’ him, similar to the way Richard 
Nixon was reinvented.” 


e Tyson “ought to think seriously about cultivating a handful of jour- 
nalists he can trust and then build on those few relationships.” 


e Simpson “has a lot of rebuilding to do,” observed one PR director. 
But Run Fuhs, a PR manager for the Whirlpool Corporation, opined 
that “through some sort of public atonement process he could prob- 
ably serve as a celebrity spokesman in a limited situation.” 


e For now, Simpson’s best strategy is to “retreat for a time, say little, 
speak humbly, and become a nice guy,” suggested another PR pro. 
“He'll have to feed himself back slowly. Public service would be a 
good start.” 


The PR formula for Simpson or Tyson, in other words, would be ba- 
sically similar to the advice that Peter Sandman offers the Australian min- 
ing industry and other companies faced with bad publicity. Speak softly. 
Show humility. Create a process of “public atonement” for your sins. Cri- 
sis Communications, a PR textbook, offers the following observation in a 
case-study analysis of the Exxon Valdez oil spill: “If the media had cap- 
tured, on video and film, the CEO on the site at Prince William Sound 
holding an oil-covered bird in his hand and looking as if he were crying, the 
entire story would be told differently today.”’? There may be no point cry- 
ing over spilt oil, but there is certainly a point to looking like you're crying. 


Dress Rehearsals for Disaster 


When PR firms are not fending off a real crisis, they help their clients 
practice for the ones that haven't happened yet. In April 1999, the Hill & 
Knowlton PR firm unveiled The Virtual Crisis, an interactive CD-ROM 
that simulates a crisis exercise. Don’t look for it in stores, though. “The Vir- 
tual Crisis is not available as a stand-alone CD-ROM,” reported PR Week. 
“Two H&K facilitators, specially trained to conduct the simulation, must 
be present to lead as many as 20 corporate team leaders through the ex- 
ercise. Following the simulation (usually six hours in length), the H&K 
staff provides a comprehensive oral critique of the participants’ decisions 
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and responses. Pricing for the entire exercise is $10,000. . . . It is de- 
signed for top-level executives . . . who, in the case of a real crisis, would 
be called upon to act and to communicate the appropriate response.” De- 
veloped by H&K managing director Richard Hyde, who was part of the PR 
firm’s crisis management team at Three Mile Island, the exercise lets “par- 
ticipants attempt to ward off the media” while simultaneously coping with 
“a whole set of other distractions.”*° 

Some crisis management experts specialize in “war games” that go be- 
yond computer simulations and create actual on-the-ground situations to 
give corporate executives a more realistic role-playing experience. In one 
such drill, held after the Exxon Valdez oil spill, the PR firm of Kamer- 
Singer & Associates used popcorn and orange peels in place of actual oil 
to simulate a 10,000-barrel spill during a two-day “megadrill” that involved 
some 600 Chevron employees. As employees pretend-battled to contain 
the fake oil spill, Chevron’s executives practiced handling a barrage of 
questions and complaints from Kamer-Singer’s staff and the company’s 
own internal PR people, who played the role of various outsiders: envi- 
ronmental activists, grandstanding politicians, aggrieved area residents, 
skeptical reporters, and so forth. 

Crisis drills are more than mere exercises in PR symbolism. Kamer- 
Singer's Larry Kamer notes that in a real crisis, people face stress, high 
emotions and other pressures that can exacerbate the original problem. 
Practicing for a crisis beforehand enables managers to test the vulnera- 
bilities in a contingency plan, and may help save lives and property when 
a real crisis occurs. “Responding to a crisis or emergency without practice 
is highly risky,” Kamer says. “More importantly, it’s irresponsible. . . . A real 
crisis is no time to test plans or capabilities. You don’t want to be in the 
middle of the corporate equivalent of germ warfare before you find out 
whether the plan works or not.”*! 

Nevertheless, the symbolism and stagecraft associated with Kamer- 
Singer's disaster rehearsals make interesting reading. In 1997, PR indus- 
try writer Paul Holmes participated in one such exercise and wrote about 
it as the cover story for an issue of his publication, Reputation Manage- 
ment. During the drill, he stated, the PR team worked from “four separate 
‘scripts’ that are essentially lists of telephone calls to be made by the media, 
residents, politicians, and ultimately people with claims against the com- 
pany.” Just as a conventional theatrical production tells us something about 
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the worldview of its creators and audience, the scripts that Kamer-Singer 
prepared for Chevron provide an interesting peek at the PR/corporate 
worldview. 

To begin with, Kamer-Singer’s script carefully minimizes the possi- 
bility of actual corporate culpability. The oil spill that begins its fictional 
version of a crisis occurs when a privately piloted airplane inexplicably 
crashes into one of the company’s oil tanks. As the drama unfolds, mem- 
bers of the general public appear in a succession of brief roles in which 
they are stereotyped as quaint troublemakers at best, dangerous fools at 
worst. “The community calls (by far the most entertaining, since they 
allow for almost infinite improvisation) range from a guy with a million- 
dollar view who was planning to sell his home this weekend to an irate 
commuter whose ferry was canceled to an elderly gentleman who broke 
his ankle falling out of bed after hearing the crash,” Holmes writes. Re- 
porters first accuse the company of cutting corners for deciding that its 
cleanup crew will not work through the night, and then accuse it of bow- 
ing to political pressure when it changes its mind. A governor, a con- 
gressman, and a senator each call, threatening investigations. The mayor 
also calls, demanding on short notice to tour the disaster with an en- 
tourage of reporters, then fails to show up at the agreed-upon time. The 
company’s labor union uses the oil spill as a pretext to threaten a strike. 
An environmental activist group sets up a website, blasting the company 
for allowing the spill to occur. An area resident complains that one of the 
company’s cleanup vehicles ran over her cat. Another resident calls, threat- 
ening to “buy myself an [expletive deleted] gun and I’m going to pay you 
guys a little visit.” A producer calls from the “Bush Wambaugh show, one 
of this country’s leading conservative commentators. ... Mr. Wambaugh 
is very concerned that this country is being taken over by pencil-pushing 
bureaucrats, feminazis, and tree huggers, and he wants to know why a 
giant corporation like Chevron is sucking up to namby-pamby liberals in- 
stead of protecting the interests of its shareholders.” 

Come again? The producer for “Mr. Wambaugh” goes on to explain: 
“Your company is engaged in rescuing oil-covered birds from the water and 
from the shore, correct? . .. Then they're cleaned up. And your company 
pays for the cleaning materials and the cost of the centers themselves, and 
pays people to supervise the cleanup? . . . Isn't it true that even after being 
cleaned up, more than 90 percent of these birds will die anyway?” 

“Tm afraid I don’t have that information. I'll have to look into it,” the 
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company’s PR man diplomatically replies. Holmes notes that Wambaugh’s 
observation “is, in fact, true. Almost all the birds ‘rescued’ after being cov- 
ered in oil die anyway. The main advantage of cleaning them off is that it 
makes local volunteers feel as though they are doing something useful. It’s 
also an effective way to convey the company’s environmental sensitivity, 


even if it is largely a symbolic gesture.”*? 


Preventing Precaution 


When an activity raises threats of harm 

to human health or environment, 
precautionary measures should be taken 
even if some cause-and-effect relationships 
are not fully established scientifically. 


—Wingspread Statement on the 
Precautionary Principle 


0: crisis that PR firms rarely anticipate is the possibility 
that their own internal documents may be leaked to the 
public. This happened to the Ketchum PR firm in 1991 when one of its 
own employees, apparently offended by some of the techniques proposed 
in a “Draft Crisis Management Plan for the Clorox Company,” faxed a 
copy of the plan to the Seattle office of Greenpeace USA. 

The Ketchum plan, designed to counter situations in which environ- 
mentalists might launch a major campaign against Clorox household 
bleach, attempted to “provide a ‘crystal ball’ pinpointing some of the issues 
which could arise over the next year. For each scenario we have suggested 
different levels of attention and response.” Examples included: 


e “Crisis Scenario #1: Chlorine Free by 93. Greenpeace has an- 
nounced a worldwide effort to rid the world of chlorine.” In this 
Ketchum scenario, Greenpeace releases a study linking chlorine 
exposure to cancer; demonstrators hold a rally outside the Clorox 
corporate headquarters; and reporters “interview three unsuspect- 
ing Clorox employees, on their way to lunch, who agree that the 
safety of chlorine may be in question.” In this sort of situation, 
Ketchum advised, the company’s objective should be to “make sure 
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this is a one-day media event with no follow-up stories.” To achieve 
this, Clorox would announce that it “will seek an independent, 
third-party review of the Greenpeace study and promise to report 
back to the media. (While this last strategy may seem to be counter 
to the objective, the independent study will gain little media atten- 
tion if it supports the company position; its primary value will be to 
cause reporters to question Greenpeace’s integrity and scientific 
capabilities.) Simultaneously, a PR crisis management team would 
begin “alerting key influentials, scientists, government environ- 
mental and health officials, and others previously identified as po- 
tential allies. .. . Names of independent scientists who will talk 
about chlorine are given to the media. (These names are assumed 
to be already on file as per Master Crisis Plan.)” 


“Crisis Scenario #2: Back to Natural. The movement back to more 
‘natural’ household cleaning products is gaining momentum.” In this 
scenario, a prominent newspaper columnist targets the environ- 
mental hazards of liquid chlorine bleach, and consumers begin turn- 
ing to safer, natural cleaning products such as vinegar and borax. 
Anti-Clorox picketing campaigns occur in 10 major U.S. cities. 
Once again, the third party technique figures prominently in 
Ketchum’s response plan: “An independent scientist is dispatched 
to meet with the columnist and discuss the issue. Teams of scien- 
tists, independent or from Clorox or both, are dispatched to the 10 
cities to conduct media tours. . . . [Crisis management team] 
arranges for sympathetic media, local, state and national govern- 
mental leaders, and consumer experts to make statements in de- 
fense of the product. These statements are then widely distributed 
in the affected communities. . . . Industry association (Chlorine In- 
stitute?) advertising campaign: ‘Stop Environmental Terrorism, call- 
ing on Greenpeace and the columnist to be more responsible and 
less irrational in their approach. . . . Consider video and audio news 
release to affected markets. . . . Conduct research to determine if 
and how a slander lawsuit against the columnist and/or Greenpeace 
could be effective.” 


“Crisis Scenario #3: National Toxicology Program (NTP) Study.” 
In this scenario, an NTP study concludes that chlorine is an animal 
carcinogen, attracting ‘widespread national media coverage.” In re- 
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sponse, Ketchum proposes, “third-party scientific experts are 
brought to Washington to testify and advise both Congress and the 
EPA... . Third-party spokespeople are scheduled for major televi- 
sion and newspaper interviews. Industry generates grassroots letters 
to legislators calling on them to show restraint.” 


Each of these scenarios and strategies entailed the recruitment, prior 
to any specific crisis, of “ambassadors in the scientific community to gain 
third-party credibility for Clorox environmental messages. . . . In addition 
to the relatively small group of scientists and academicians the Clorox 
Company will tap as spokespersons, the Crisis Team also must educate a 
broad network of scientific, medical and academic organizations that may 
be called upon by the media to comment on any health or environmental 
concerns. These groups include the American Medical Association, the 
American Academy of Pediatrics, . . . the American Academy of Family 
Physicians, as well as key chapters of the American Public Health Asso- 
ciation. Third-party scientists working with the Clorox Company will pro- 
vide the peer credibility needed to dialogue with these groups.” 

Public disclosure of the Ketchum plan prompted the usual corporate 
disavowals. “Clorox management was not involved in its preparation, and 
is not acting on its recommendations,” said Clorox spokesperson Sandy 
Sullivan. Ketchum president David Drobis insisted that there was noth- 
ing unusual or inappropriate about the plan. “It shouldn't be surprising 
that any company has such a plan,” he said. “In fact, it would be more sur- 
prising to find out that a major company didn't.”” 

In an interview with Executive Report, a business publication, 
Ketchum president Paul Alvarez explained further. “We routinely envision 
worst-case circumstances for our clients. That’s our job,” he said. “In the 
case of Clorox, we knew Greenpeace was very hot on the whole chlorine 
issue and we were concerned—as was the client—that Clorox, which 
doesn't use chlorine, might be a mistaken target.” 

In fact, Clorox does use chlorine—specifically, sodium hypochlorite, 
a chlorine-based chemical that is widely used as a bleaching compound 
and disinfectant. What Alvarez probably meant to say is that sodium 
hypochlorite is generally regarded as safe for the environment. Even 
Greenpeace, which has campaigned heavily for a phase-out of all indus- 
trial uses of elemental chlorine, regards household bleach as a low-priority 
concern.* 


PREVENTING PRECAUTION 123 


Ketchum may indeed have been just doing its job. It is ironic, how- 
ever, that many PR firms are willing to “envision worst-case circum- 
stances for our clients” while working assiduously to prevent the public 
from envisioning worst-case scenarios that may affect human health and 
the environment. Nowhere is this more clear than in the high-stakes PR 
battle over organochlorines—the class of chlorine-based chemicals that 
Greenpeace does oppose. Environmentalists and public health advocates 
believe organochlorines threaten us with everything from cancer to steril- 
ity and birth defects. For more than a decade, however, the chemical in- 
dustry—working through a variety of trade associations, including the 
Chemical Manufacturers Association, the Chlorine Institute, the Chlo- 
rine Chemistry Council, the Vinyl Institute, the National Association of 
Manufacturers, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce—has been working 
to persuade the public and government policymakers that there is no 
threat at all. 

The two sides in this debate both have access to the same scientific 
information, although they interpret it differently. Fundamentally, however, 
the difference between the two sides does not revolve around science. It 
revolves around a concept known as the “precautionary principle.” 


Looking Before Leaping’ 


Most of us learned some version of the precautionary principle as chil- 
dren. Our parents taught us to look both ways before crossing the street 
and admonished us that we were “better safe than sorry.” As a guideline 
for social and environmental policy, the precautionary principle has 
emerged in recent years as an expression of the growing realization that 
human technological advances have made it possible to do previously 
unimaginable damage to human health and the environment. With new 
power comes new responsibility, and the precautionary principle aims to 
anticipate and prevent potential disasters before they occur. 

The principle has been formulated in various ways. “When there are 
threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty 
shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to pre- 
vent environmental degradation,” stated the 1992 United Nations Earth 
Summit Conference in Rio de Janeiro. Versions of the precautionary prin- 
ciple have been incorporated into several international treaties, including 
the Kyoto Protocol on global warming, and it has been enacted into law 
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on a Europe-wide basis in a treaty that states, “Community policy on the 
environment . . . shall be based on the precautionary principle and on prin- 
ciples that preventive action should be taken, that environmental damage 
should as a priority be rectified at source and that the polluter should 
pay.” In January 1998, an international panel of scientists, grassroots en- 
vironmental activists, government researchers, and labor representatives 
from the United States, Canada, and Europe formulated the “Wingspread 
Statement on the Precautionary Principle,” which defined the principle as 
follows: “When an activity raises threats of harm to human health or the 
environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some cause- 
and-effect relationships are not fully established scientifically.” 

“To foresee and forestall is the basis of the precautionary principle,” 
explain Carolyn Raffensperger and Joel Tickner in their book, Protecting 
Public Health and the Environment. “It is the central theme for environ- 
mental and public health rooted in the elemental concepts of ‘first do no 
harm’ and ‘an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.’ . . . Scientific 
uncertainty about harm is the fulcrum for this principle. Modern-day 
problems that cover vast expanses of time and space are difficult to assess 
with existing scientific tools. Accordingly, we can never know with cer- 
tainty whether a particular activity will cause harm. But we can rely on ob- 
servation and good sense to foresee and forestall damage.” 

The reason that scientific uncertainty is the fulcrum for the precau- 
tionary principle is that the harm associated with technological innovations 
is often impossible to prove at the time the new technology is introduced. 
When DDT was discovered, for example, it was considered a safe alter- 
native to toxic metallic compounds then in use. Chlorofluorocarbons 
(CFCs) were also considered extraordinarily safe when they were intro- 
duced for use as coolants in refrigerators, and remained in use for decades 
before scientists discovered their destructive effect on the earth's ozone 
layer. There was a scientific basis for concerns about leaded gasoline at the 
time of its introduction, but no irrefutable scientific proof. In each of 
these cases, waiting for proof to appear meant that action was not taken 
until serious damage to health and the environment had already occurred. 
Amassing unambiguous proof is a long and costly process, particularly 
after a product is in widespread use and industries have a vested interest 
in defending it. The idea behind the precautionary principle is that a lack 
of conclusive scientific evidence should not be used as an excuse for fail- 
ing to take measures to protect human health and the environment. 
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Of course, like any guideline the precautionary principle can be 
abused. “One problem is that the precautionary principle could become a 
very convenient way to protect domestic industry and agriculture,” ob- 
serves Jean Halloran of Consumers Union. “Let’s say for example that hot- 
house tomatoes grown in Holland are cutting significantly into U.S. 
hothouse tomato sales because the Dutch tomatoes are much more fla- 
vorful. The U.S. tomato industry searches around for a scientist-for-hire 
and finds one who will say that the tomato varieties that happen to do well 
in Dutch hothouses also have slightly higher levels of a toxic chemical 
that affected cell reproduction in one lab test done at the scientist-for- 
hire’s lab. He is also willing to lay out a theory whereby in a worst-case sce- 
nario this could suggest reproductive difficulties in 20 percent of the 
people who eat the Dutch tomatoes for three years or more. U.S. tomato 
growers demand a ban on imports under the precautionary principle.” 

Obviously, some balance needs to be struck between hypothetical 
scenarios and actual plausible risks. “As a practical matter in these situa- 
tions, one ends up weighing the scientific uncertainty against the bene- 
fits,” Halloran says. “In the case of bovine growth hormone, with zero 
benefits to consumers, there’s no reason to tolerate any risk, no matter how 
farfetched or small. With a new cancer drug, we'll tolerate a lot of risk. 
With beef hormones, we can imagine two different societies coming to dif- 
ferent judgments, but we can also imagine the beef industry in one of 
those societies distorting science to exaggerate or underestimate a risk in 
order to influence how society ends up feeling.”® 

Most people probably think that the precautionary principle is al- 
ready part of the process of evaluating and approving risky or unfamiliar 
chemicals, products, and industrial practices. To a casual observer, there 
might not seem to be a lot of difference between an industry lobbyist who 
talks of “assessing risks with sound science” versus an environmentalist 
who talks of “acting to mitigate potential risks before they appear.” In the 
real world, however, the differences are much greater than mere linguis- 
tics. Today's regulatory system essentially allows anything to be released 
into nature unless it is proven unsafe by scientific data, which is defined 
to mean measurable harm. In practice, this means that preventive action 
is not taken until damage has already been done. 

In 1998, for example, the U.S. Department of Agriculture attempted 
to promulgate standards for “organic agriculture” that would have defined 
any practice as “organic” provided it did not produce measurable degra- 
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dation of soil quality. “One of the ways we could document ‘degradation’ 
to soil quality was measurable damage to earth worms,” says North Dakota 
organic farmer Frederick Kirschenmann, a member of the National Or- 
ganic Standards Board. “But every soil scientist working with earth worms 
and soil quality with whom I have conferred has told me that it sometimes 
takes years to establish cause-effect relationships between farming prac- 
tices and earth worm populations. And even then it is almost impossible 
to document precisely which practice causes the degradation. That means 
that under this regulatory scheme (i.e., risk assessment) we might have to 
allow ecologically damaging practices for years because we can't say no be- 
fore we can document degradation. This is especially true with respect to 
soil, since soil scientists are still debating how to measure soil quality, 
and since soil microbe communities are only now beginning to be under- 
stood. .. . It will be years before we will be able to determine which mi- 
crobes cause which effects in soil and plant systems. And then some years 
more before we learn how to manage soil to take advantage of this minia- 
ture world of ecosystem services—critical to our understanding of organic 
agriculture. In the meantime, using the risk assessment model, certifiers 
would not be allowed to prohibit practices we suspect might be harmful 
to this microbial community, because we can't yet prove it by establishing 
the necessary cause-effect data.” 

As Kirschenmann observes, this “risk management” approach runs 
contrary to the precautionary principle that has historically defined organic 
agriculture. “We have always operated on the assumption that we did not 
possess the cleverness to understand the intricate interrelationships of 
nature's biological and evolutionary systems,” Kirschenmann says. “Con- 
sequently we have no choice but to act with caution. That is why we have 
always said ‘no’ to exogenous [foreign] materials, unless they were ab- 
solutely necessary, and the material had been proven safe, rather than 
merely not proven unsafe.”® 

Adopting the precautionary principle shifts the burden of proof in de- 
cisions about whether to adopt new technologies. It prioritizes safety over 
innovation, and this is precisely why conventional business interests pre- 
fer to use risk analysis, which makes it easier to spin rationales in favor of 
business-as-usual. “In the face of scientific uncertainty, decision-makers 
who are responsible for the welfare and safety of the public are more fre- 
quently choosing what has become known as the precautionary principle,” 
complains Gregory Bond, corporate director of product responsibility at 
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Dow Chemical. “This approach is being demanded by consumers and the 
general public, particularly in Europe where the Bovine Spongiform En- 
cephalopathy (Mad Cow Disease) epidemic caused widespread outrage. 
Application of the precautionary principle has many in industry very con- 
cerned, because it is viewed as starting down a ‘slippery slope’ that could 
result in public policies based on theories, fear, and innuendo rather than 
sound science.” 

For the chemical industry, the precautionary principle is revolution- 
ary because there are tens of thousands of chemicals that have already 
been introduced into common use without careful testing for long-term 
health effects. For the biotechnology industry, the principle is dangerous 
because thousands of products in development involve genetically modi- 
fied foods, medical treatments, and other processes that they believe are 
safe but whose safety cannot be proven except in practice. For the auto- 
mobile, fossil fuel, and mining industries, the precautionary principle is 
dangerous because growing evidence of global warming threatens to im- 
pose substantial changes on the way they do business. In their eyes, there- 
fore, the slogan “better safe than sorry” means economic disruption, lost 
profits, and controversy—all because of risks that they are not convinced 
even exist. 


The End of All We Hold Dear 


“The precautionary principle holds that a manufacturer must prove that its 
product does no harm, before it can be marketed,” complains Jack Mon- 
goven, president of the Washington-based public affairs firm of Mongoven, 
Biscoe & Duchin (MBD). Writing in 2co.logic, an anti-environmentalist 
newsletter, Mongoven warned that “activists want to use this weapon to 
control the behavior of other Americans . . . [to] revolutionize American 
thinking about regulation, constitutional law, and government's role in so- 
ciety... . If the type of thinking that underpins the precautionary princi- 
ple prevails, future historians may refer to the last score of years of the 
twentieth century as the ‘Death of the Linear Period’ or the ‘Birth of the 
Holistic Age’ ”—as the end, in other words, of “devotion to logic and the 
abstract purity, clarity and certainty of Euclid and Aristotle,” which “pro- 
vided Western civilizations with the basis for scientific learning and its 
tools for progress.” He warned that corporations need to “take the precau- 
tionary principle seriously, and develop a strategy to deal with it. . . . If in- 
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dustry does not participate in the process and ensure that logic and sound 
science prevail, it will have to live with the consequences, including the 
kind of fuzzy thinking which brought us the likes of the precautionary 
principle.”!° 

Like Gregory Bond, Jack Mongoven views the precautionary princi- 
ple as a rhetorical ploy that appeals to the general public’s inability to 
think rationally or grasp the principles of science. “The modern day ‘com- 
mon knowledge,’ as understood by most Americans, stems not from ex- 
amination of facts, but from analogy and individual or group intuition,” he 
complains. Although Mongoven himself is not a scientist, he passes judg- 
ment on a variety of scientific issues, invariably reaching conclusions that 
match the interests of his clients. “Errors in common knowledge abound,” 
he states, “such as the impact of a 10 percent decrease in the ozone layer, 
the potential impact of global warming, the impact of manmade as com- 
pared to natural toxins, and the impact of acid rain. The unconscionable 
establishment of public policy based on known error to serve the ends of 
an individual or group is compounded when the issue involves science, be- 
cause the average American is ignorant of science and of scientific 
method.”"! 

You have probably never heard of Mongoven, Biscoe & Duchin be- 
fore. It is a company that deliberately maintains a low profile, in keeping 
with its mission as a sort of ongoing corporate spy operation, expert in pro- 
viding what it calls “public policy intelligence.” Its company literature de- 
scribes it as “a public affairs firm specializing in issue management. It 
helps clients anticipate, cope with and respond to movements for change 
in public policy which would adversely affect them.”'? MBD is highly se- 
cretive about its activities and refuses to name its clients, but an internal 
company document says they “are almost all members of the Fortune 100, 
and six are members of the Fortune top 20.”!? Known clients have in- 
cluded Monsanto, DuPont, Philip Morris, Shell Oil, and the Chlorine 
Chemistry Council, an offshoot of the Chemical Manufacturers Associa- 
tion that was formed in 1993 to combat a growing body of evidence link- 
ing chlorine-based chemicals to a wide-ranging series of environmental 
and health problems. 

MBD’s services do not come cheap. Regular clients pay a retainer 
ranging from $3,500 to $9,000 per month. In addition, it produces special 
reports on specific organizations, which it sells to its corporate clients for 
upward of $1,000 per copy. According to MBD literature, the groups it 
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routinely monitors are involved with issues including: “acid rain, animal 
rights, clean air, clean water, endangered species, environmental 
groups/movements, greenhouse effect, ozone layer, rainforest, global cli- 
mate change, . . . superfund, hazardous and toxic wastes, environmental 
justice, drinking water, risk assessment/sound science, women’s and chil- 
dren’s health, . . . incineration, ocean waste, packaging, disposables, poly- 
styrene, recycling, landfills, waste-to-energy conversion, . . . Eastern 
European developments, The Green Party (non-US), Greenpeace Inter- 
national, . . . indoor air pollution, dioxin, chlorine, organic farming/sus- 
tainable agriculture/{low impact sustainable agriculture], pesticides, . . . 
multiple chemical sensitivities, endocrine system disruption, . . . biotech- 
nology—all phases, . . . vegetarianism/veganism, . . . oil spills, wetlands.’" 

MBD promotional literature boasts that it maintains “extensive files” 
on “forces for change,” which “often include activist and public interest 
groups, churches, unions and/or academia.” A typical dossier includes an 
organization’s historical background, biographical information on key per- 
sonnel, funding sources, organizational structure and affiliations, publi- 
cations, and a “characterization” of the organization aimed at identifying 
potential ways to co-opt or marginalize the organization’s impact on pub- 
lic policy debates. !6 

To compile this information, MBD tries to get on the mailing list of 
nonprofit organizations, and its employees read activist newsletters and 
other publications to keep tabs on controversial issues that may affect its 
clients. Its field operatives telephone members of the groups they moni- 
tor, politely asking detailed questions while doing their best to sound sym- 
pathetic to the people they interrogate. They have on occasion 
misrepresented themselves, claiming falsely to be journalists, friends of 
friends, or supporters of the groups they monitor.'’ Most of the time, how- 
ever, they simply give very limited information, identifying their company 
only by its initials and describing MBD euphemistically as a “research 
group’ that works to “resolve contentious public policy issues in a balanced 
and socially responsible manner.” During the heat of the Monsanto com- 
pany’s campaign to win FDA approval for genetically engineered recom- 
binant bovine growth hormone (rBGH), for example, MBD operative Kara 
Ziegler placed information-gathering calls in a single day to rBGH oppo- 
nents including U.S. senator Russ Feingold; Dr. Michael Hansen of Con- 
sumers Union (the publisher of Consumer Reports magazine); and Francis 
Goodman, a Wisconsin dairy farmer. In June of 1996 another MBD em- 
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ployee, Emily Frieze, phoned environmental activist Paul Orum to ask 
about activities regarding ethylene glycol, a highly toxic poison used in an- 
tifreeze. The call came at a time when ethylene glycol manufacturers were 
lobbying to have the chemical removed from the government’s Toxic Re- 
lease Inventory of right-to-know chemicals. In May of 1996, an MBD op- 
erative who identified herself as Tanya Calamoneri contacted Ann Hunt, 
executive director of the Citizens for Alternatives to Chemical Contami- 
nation (CACC), a Michigan group located near the headquarters of Dow 
Chemical, the nation’s largest producer of chlorine. Calamoneri wanted 
information about an upcoming environmental conference that CACC 
was sponsoring. “I asked which group she represented,” Hunt said. “Her 
response was ‘MBD, which she characterized as a public policy and re- 
search consulting group. I later learned that it was Mongoven, Biscoe and 
Duchin, chief consultants and dirt-diggers for the Chlorine Chemistry 
Council. . . . It amazes me that the forces of darkness are that interested 
in what a little grassroots group in central Michigan is doing.” 

Mongoven claims to be “outraged” by the charge that any of these 
information-gathering practices are unethical. “We always identify exactly 
who we are,” he says. “In every case, we had identified ourselves as a 
Washington consulting firm. I don’t think that makes you a spy.” 

The people his company snoops on, however, think differently. Aus- 
tralian writer and environmental activist Bob Burton took particular of- 
fense to a misleading MBD “survey” that he received in the mail. The 
accompanying cover letter, written by Jack Mongoven’s son Bart, sought 
Burton's “assistance in a significant research undertaking” to “promote 
improved understanding and cooperation between major businesses 
and consumer- and environmentally-oriented interests throughout Asia 
and the world. . . . We would be very appreciative if you or a colleague 
could send us via phone, fax or mail some information about your organi- 
zation. We obviously would welcome any materials that you believe would 
give us an accurate picture of your group—its basic structure, issue con- 
cerns, activities (past, present and future), alliances and goals. Perhaps you 
would be able to include samples of any newsletters or other publications 
your group publishes. In addition, we would be grateful for any thoughts 
you may have regarding the overall situation in your country and in Asia 
with respect to the issues you care about.” This information would be 
used, Mongoven promised, to help “corporate decision makers . . . develop 
a better appreciation of the public interest movement.”!® 
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Whatever gratitude MBD claims to feel when activists cooperate by 
answering its questions, however, it doesn't express that appreciation in 
any meaningful way, such as sending them copies of the reports it writes 
about them. Those reports are stamped confidential and sold only to 
MBD’s clients. 


Defending the Free Enterprise System 


Like many people in public relations, Jack Mongoven began his career as 
a journalist. He later moved into politics as a Republican party operative, 
serving as director of press relations for the Republican National Com- 
mittee and in advisory roles to the Nixon, Ford, and Reagan presidencies. 
His work as an anti-activist began in 1981 when he was hired to help the 
Nestlé corporation cope with a massive protest against its infant-formula 
marketing practices in Third World countries. Nestlé was the world’s 
largest seller of infant formula, which provided a profitable outlet for sur- 
plus milk produced in Europe and the United States. Using advertise- 
ments, brochures, and free product samples distributed in hospitals, 
Nestlé and other multinational corporations successfully persuaded many 
Third World mothers to switch from breast-feeding to formula. The ad- 
vertisements argued that use of store-bought infant formula was sup- 
ported by medical experts, that it was more scientific, that it was healthier 
for babies, and that mothers who cared about their children would use 
modern formula instead of the old-fashioned breast method. 

What Nestlé’s promotional materials failed to mention was that pow- 
dered infant formula could be fatal to children in the Third World, where 
people often lack the clean drinking water needed to dilute it, let alone fa- 
cilities to sterilize feeding utensils. Cecily Williams, a pediatric physician 
in Africa, was one of the first to identify the problematic nature of the 
practice. After “seeing day after day this massacre of the infants by un- 
suitable feeding,” she stated bluntly that “misguided propaganda on infant 
feeding should be punished as the most criminal form of sedition, and that 
these deaths should be regarded as murder.” 

Nestlé responded with a broadside accusing its critics of “an indirect 
attack on the free world’s economic system.” As vice president of the 
Nestlé Coordination Center for Nutrition (NCCN), Jack Mongoven 
began collecting files on the various churches, student groups, trade 
unions, women’s organizations, and health workers who had joined a boy- 
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cott of Nestlé products. The strategy behind this surveillance, according 
to NCCN president Rafael Pagan, was “to separate the fanatic activist 
leaders—people who deny that wealth-creating institutions have any le- 
gitimate role to play in helping the Third World to develop—from the 
overwhelming majority of their followers.” 

This notion that corporate critics are dupes of “fanatic activists” has 
served as the prototype for Mongoven, Biscoe & Duchin’s subsequent 
work for other corporate clients. 


e In 1987, Mongoven and Pagan developed a plan, code-named the 
“Neptune Strategy,” to neutralize boycotts of Shell Oil related to its 
business activities in apartheid South Africa. The plan involved cre- 
ation of a third-party group called the Coalition on Southern Africa, 
which countered calls for Shell to divest its South African holdings 
by talking of ambitious plans to promote education and training of 
South African blacks and develop black—black business links be- 
tween South Africa and the United States. In reality, COSA was a 
deceptive paper front group with no resources to carry out these 
goals.!? 


e In the 1990s, MBD gathered intelligence for the Monsanto Com- 
pany and Philip Morris’s cheese division at Kraft General Foods 
aimed at identifying critics of Monsanto's genetically engineered 
bovine growth hormone. 


e Inthe 1990s, it developed PR plans for chemical and meat-industry 
clients anxious to counter the work of consumer and environmen- 
tal groups that were raising concerns about the harmful effects of 
dioxin and other chlorine-based chemicals. 


e In 1997, MBD’s work became the focus of a minor scandal when 
agricultural journalist Alan Guebert discovered that the National 
Pork Producers Council (NPPC) had paid MBD some $48,000 to 
investigate groups, including the National Farmers Union, the Iowa 
Citizens for Community Improvement, the Center for Rural Af- 
fairs, the Land Stewardship Project, and the Missouri Rural Crisis 
Center. NPPC is a quasigovernmental organization that gets most of 
its funding in “pork checkoff funds” that farmers are required to 
pay when they market their pigs, in return for which the NPPC is 
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supposed to represent the interests of farmers by helping to promote 
pork. However, $24 million of the $45 million in checkoff funds 
comes from America’s largest 40 producers, and it is the large pro- 
ducers who really call the shots within the organization. The larger 
corporate producers have been building massive factory farms that 
not only pollute the environment with noxious odors and manure 
runoffs, but also threaten the livelihood of many of the smaller, in- 
dependent hog farmers among the NPPC’s 80,000 members. 
MBD’s report to the NPPC was aimed at advising it on how to 
counter “agricultural activist groups” that oppose construction of 
new corporate hog facilities. These activist groups were in fact de- 
fenders of small family farms, and their farmer-members were un- 
derstandably unhappy to learn that their own trade organization had 
hired a PR firm to investigate them.” 


What we know about MBD comes primarily through two sources: the 
company’s literature, which it distributes sometimes at industry meetings, 
and leaked internal documents provided by whistle-blowers. The “Nep- 
tune Strategy,” as well as MBD’s work for Philip Morris and Monsanto on 
bovine growth hormone, its work on the chlorine issue, and its work for 
the National Pork Producers Council, are each examples of MBD activi- 
ties that came to light when persons working for the company or one of 
its clients chose to provide copies of internal MBD documents to outside 
groups that were the target of its surveillance activities. 

There are, of course, certain limitations to the conclusions that can 
be drawn from looking at leaked documents. MBD’s internal memoranda 
provide snapshots into moments of time and pieces of advice provided by 
an influential adviser to major corporations, but they do not reveal which 
specific suggestion was followed and which was ignored. Nevertheless, 
consistent patterns and themes recur in MBD’s advice to each client, 
themes which are also consistent with the advice that Ketchum provided 
to Clorox and with the crisis management strategies that PR firms have de- 
veloped for other companies dealing with environmental and health issues. 
Taken together, the evidence suggests that MBD’s advice is in keeping 
with the standard practices of PR crisis management. 

In 1996, a whistle-blower leaked two documents produced by MBD 
to map out “the battlefield for chlorine” on behalf of the Chlorine Chem- 
istry Council (CCC), a chemical industry trade association. The earliest 
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of the two documents was titled “Activist Update: Chlorine” and was 
dated May 18, 1994. The second, titled “Re: Activist Report for August” 
and dated September 7, 1994, included “a list of all the recommendations 
we provided CCC in August as to how best to counter the activists. The 
main recommendation—to mobilize science against the precautionary 
principle—still applies and dovetails with the long-range objectives re- 
garding sound risk assessment.’ These documents provide only a frag- 
mentary picture of MBD’s work for the Chlorine Chemistry Council. 
Nevertheless, they provide some indication of the scope of the chemical 
industry's enemy list, and the strategies that it is willing to pursue in order 
to defeat them. 

Mongoven’s correspondence with the CCC also reveals a corporate 
mind-set that is overtly hostile to the environmental, consumer, and 
women’s health groups that it monitors. The groups mentioned in its 1994 
reports to the CCC included the Sierra Club, Greenpeace, Ralph Nader's 
U.S. Public Interest Research Group (PIRG), the Clean Water Network 
of the Natural Resources Defense Council, a New York—based environ- 
mental research group called INFORM, a St. Louis environmental group 
called the Gateway Green Alliance, the Women’s Economic and Devel- 
opment Organization (WEDO), and the National Wildlife Federation. In 
the May memorandum, Mongoven alerted the CCC about the Clean 
Water Network’s warning that “chlorine causes birth defects, reproductive 
problems, cancer and other human- and animal-health problems.” In re- 
sponse to these concerns, Mongoven stated, the Clean Water Network “is 
expected to expand its assault . . . to press attacks on other areas of 
chlorine chemistry—product-by-product, step-by-step, application-by- 
application.”?! 

Mongoven expressed particular alarm at the 1994 publication of Fer- 
tility on the Brink by the National Wildlife Federation (NWF), a group that 
he described as “highly respected by mainstream environmentalists, con- 
servationists, industry and government.” Like the Clean Water Network, 
he noted, Fertility on the Brink “attributes fertility and reproductive prob- 
lems to exposure to chlorine-based chemicals. The report depicts wide- 
spread and devastating effects on the reproductive, endocrine and 
immune systems of humans and animals as a result of exposure to an 
environment permeated with chlorine-based chemicals.” 

Rather than express concern about these “complex and severe 
effects,” however, MBD worried about the chlorine industry’s image. 
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Mongoven accused the NWF of using “the issue of fertility as a vehicle to 
play on the emotions of the public and its concern for future generations.” 
Moreover, he added, “anti-chlorine activists are also using children and 
their need for protection to compel stricter regulation of toxic substances. 
This tactic is very effective because children-based appeals touch the 
public’s protective nature for a vulnerable group. . . . This tactic also is ef- 
fective in appealing to an additional segment of the public which has yet 
to be activated in the debate, particularly parents. . . . The tone of the de- 
bate will focus on the needs of children and insist that all safeguards be 
taken to ensure their safety in development. For most substances, the tol- 
erances of babies and children, which includes fetal development, are 
obviously much lower than in the general adult population. Thus, ‘envi- 
ronmental policies based on health standards that address the special 
needs of children’ would reduce all exposure standards to the lowest pos- 
sible levels.”? 

Most people, of course, regard “concern for future generations” and 
“the special needs of children” as something more than mere emotional- 
ism. For MBD, however, such concerns are not only irrational but a threat 
to science itself. “Anti-chlorine groups will probably devise tactics which 
promote the adoption of the ‘precautionary principle,’ ” Mongoven warned, 
although “the principle, which shifts the burden of establishing a chemi- 
cal’s safety to industry, is unlikely to be adopted. The debate over the ‘pre- 
cautionary principle’ will elevate the dioxin issue to a more conspicuous 
level. . . . This is a critical time for the future of risk assessment as a tool 
of analysis. The industry must identify the implications posed by the ‘pre- 
cautionary principle’ and assist the public in understanding the damage it 


inflicts on the role of science in modern development and production.””4 


The Chlorine War 


Jack Mongoven’s preoccupation with the precautionary principle is a re- 
action to an emerging body of controversial science regarding a class of 
chlorine-based chemicals—including DDT, dioxin, PCBs, and many 
others—that have come to be labeled “hormone mimickers” or “endocrine 
disruptors.” Prior to the 1990s, much of the debate over these chemicals 
was shaped by the legacy of science writer Rachel Carson and her 1962 
environmental classic, Silent Spring. For years, concerns about these 
chemicals focused on whether they could cause cancer, and indeed there 
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is a substantial body of scientific evidence suggesting that this is the case. 
The focus on cancer, however, has tended to obscure the fact that these 
chemicals also interfere with the hormonal messaging systems that con- 
trol body development during fetal growth and infancy, thereby affecting 
growth, the reproductive and immune systems, and even personality, in- 
telligence, and behavior. Although the science surrounding the “endocrine 
disruptor hypothesis’ is still incomplete, leading researchers and scientific 
bodies have called for precautionary action now to avert the threat of se- 
rious harm to the environment and human health. 

The role of DDT as a hormone mimic was observed as early as 1950, 
when researchers noticed that roosters exposed to DDT failed to develop 
male characteristics. DES, another chlorine-based chemical, was synthe- 
sized in 1938 by British scientist Edward Charles Dodds. At the time of 
its discovery, it was hailed by leading researchers and gynecologists as a 
synthetic form of estrogen, the female sex hormone. Doctors began pre- 
scribing DES for women with problem pregnancies, and eventually 4.8 
million pregnant women worldwide would use the synthetic hormone— 
a massive and irresponsible experiment, as it turned out. In 1971, DES 
was linked to vaginal cancer in daughters whose mothers had taken the 
drug during the first three months of pregnancy. Subsequent research 
would also link DES with reproductive problems, including deformities of 
the genitals. 

It was the hormonal effects of yet another chlorine-based chemical— 
dioxin—that served as the catalyst for the Chlorine Chemistry Council’s 
concerns and its decision to hire Jack Mongoven. Dioxin has been a sub- 
ject of fierce debate since the 1970s, when it earned a reputation as one 
of the most toxic substances known to humans.” Formed as an uninten- 
tional by-product of many industrial processes such as waste incinera- 
tion, chemical manufacturing, and pulp and paper bleaching, dioxin tends 
to bioaccumulate in fatty tissue, which means that it can be found at el- 
evated concentrations in foods such as meat and dairy products. Dioxin 
was a toxic component of the Vietnam war defoliant Agent Orange, was 
found at Love Canal in Niagara Falls, New York, and was the basis for 
evacuations at Times Beach, Missouri, and Seveso, Italy. In 1985, an EPA 
risk assessment found that dioxin causes cancer in animals and probably 
in humans as well. 

In 1985 and again in 1988, the EPA conducted risk assessments of 
dioxin, concluding in both cases that it should be classified as a probable 
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human carcinogen. However, scientific data regarding its effect on hu- 
mans has been limited, in part because scientists have not been certain 
how much dioxin people are exposed to, and also because of the difficulty 
in separating dioxin’s effects from the confounding effects of the many 
other chemicals to which people are routinely exposed. In 1990, a group 
of scientists representing both industry and the public health/environ- 
mental communities met at a conference, held at the Banbury Center of 
Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory in New York, which called for a new and 
more comprehensive EPA risk assessment. For industry, the hope was 
that a new risk assessment would conclude that the risks from dioxin 
were lower than previously estimated. The Chlorine Institute went so far 
as to have Edelman, its PR firm, issue a news release which falsely 
claimed that the Banbury Conference had reached a “consensus” to the 
effect that “dioxin is much less toxic to humans than originally believed.””6 
Although this claim was later retracted following angry complaints by sev- 
eral conference participants, EPA administrator Bill Reilly stated publicly 
that dioxin seemed less dangerous than previously thought. With indus- 
try’s blessing, he began a third EPA assessment of dioxin. Unfortunately 
for industry, the results of that reassessment ran contrary to expectations. 

EPA's reassessment took almost four years and cost $4 million. In 
addition to dioxin, the agency also considered a range of “dioxin-like” 
chemicals such as PCBs that are known to produce similar effects. It 
commissioned separate scientists from both inside and outside the agency 
to draft each chapter of the study, which ultimately involved the partici- 
pation of about 100 scientists, including non-EPA scientists who peer- 
reviewed each chapter. In 1994, a six-volume, 2,000-page draft report 
was released and opened to public comment. It concluded that in addi- 
tion to promoting cancer, dioxin and a number of other similar chemicals 
can disrupt the endocrine, reproductive, and immune systems, and that 
they can do this to a developing fetus at extremely low levels of exposure. 
Owing to pressures from industry, however, the draft report has become 
such a hot potato that EPA staff has become reluctant to talk about it pub- 
licly. As of late 2000 (the date of this writing), the finalized risk assessment 
remains unpublished. 

“EPA's study indicated that there is no safe level of dioxin exposure 
and that any dose no matter how low can result in health damage,” ad- 
mitted the 1994 MBD advisory to the Chlorine Chemistry Council. “New 
findings on the mechanism of dioxin toxicity show that tiny doses of dioxin 
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disrupt the action of the body’s natural hormones and other biochemicals, 
leading to complex and severe effects including cancer, feminization of 
males and reduced sperm counts, endometriosis and reproductive im- 
pairment in females, birth defects, impaired intellectual development in 
children, and impaired immune defense against infectious disease. . . . 
Further, dioxin is so persistent that even small releases build up over time 
in the environment and in the human body.”?’ 

Some of the strongest concerns about the effect of endocrine- 
disrupting chemicals have come from observations of their effect on 
wildlife. In California, ecologists have found an abnormally high ratio of 
female to male seagulls. In polluted parts of Florida, panthers have un- 
descended testicles and endocrinologists have observed abnormally small 
or deformed penises in alligators near a former Superfund pollution 
cleanup site. In Great Britain, biochemists have noticed “hermaphroditic” 
fish with both male and female genitals breeding in wastewater effluent. 
Arctic seals and polar bears have shown declining fertility. In humans, a 
series of studies have shown an alarming decrease in male sperm counts 
in different parts of the world, which have plummeted to half the level 
found 60 years ago. 

Researchers have been able to replicate many of these effects in lab- 
oratory experiments with captive animals. At the University of California 
at Davis, toxicologist Michael Fry found that injecting the eggs of seagulls 
with DDT would cause ferminization of the testes tissue in baby male 
gulls and result in sterile adults. In one study, 79 percent of monkeys ex- 
posed to dioxin developed endometriosis (the development of endometrial 
tissue in females in places where it is not normally present). 


Chlorine Plus Carbon 


What DDT, DES, dioxin, and PCBs all have in common, along with many 
other endocrine-disrupting solvents and pesticides, is that they belong to 
a class of chemicals called organochlorines—organic compounds con- 
taining chlorine bonded to carbon. In nature, chlorine makes up less than 
0.2 percent of all chemicals, but some 15,000 organochlorines are now 
commercially manufactured and marketed, and approximately half of the 
endocrine disruptors identified to date have been organochlorines. “This 
doesn't mean that all chlorine compounds behave the same way, but vir- 
tually every organochlorine that’s ever been tested has been found to cause 
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at least one significant adverse effect,” says biologist Joe Thornton, the au- 
thor of Pandora's Poison: Chlorine, Health and a New Environmental Strat- 
egy.” Although organochlorines are rare in nature, they are produced in the 
manufacture of pesticides, herbicides, petrochemicals, plastics, and paper. 
They wind up in such common products as household cleaners, plastic 
wraps, food containers, children’s toys, compact disks, car doors, tennis 
shoes, and TV sets. Chlorinated chemicals are also introduced into water 
as a result of pulp and paper bleaching and through the use of chlorine to 
treat sewage and disinfect drinking water. 

Chlorine-based chemicals are valued in the commercial world be- 
cause they retain their potency for long periods of time. This very dura- 
bility, however, also means that they remain in the environment for a long 
time after they have been released. DDT, for example, continues to ac- 
cumulate to alarming levels in the fatty tissues of Great Lakes fish nearly 
a generation after its use was banned in the United States. Likewise, 
PCBs are still ubiquitous in the environment despite having been banned 
in 1976 because of links to human cancer. 

Given the expense and difficulty involved in individually testing each 
of the 15,000 organochlorines currently in use, many environmental 
groups believe that this is a case where the precautionary principle should 
apply. Rather than assuming that each chemical is safe until it is proven 
otherwise, they believe that industry should bear the burden of proving a 
chemical’s safety or else find a safer alternative. Greenpeace has called for 
a 30-year phaseout of organochlorines. In addition to environmental 
groups, a number of governmental and other organizations have reached 
similar conclusions: 


e The International Joint Commission on the Great Lakes (IJC) is an 
environmental policy group organized by the U.S. and Canadian 
governments that focuses on the Great Lakes region. In 1986, the 
IJC’s science advisory board drew up a list of 362 toxic compounds 
found in the Great Lakes and noted that at least half of these were 
chlorinated chemicals. In 1992, it recommended phasing out the 
use of chlorine and chlorine-containing industrial feedstocks as part 
of an effort to restore and protect the Great Lakes ecosystem. 


e In October 1993, the American Public Health Association (one of 
the groups targeted as a potential ally in Ketchum’s PR plan for the 
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Clorox Company) called for the eventual elimination of chlorine- 
based bleaches in the paper and pulp industry. In March 1994, the 
APHA called on industry to reduce or eliminate chlorinated organic 
compounds and processes and to introduce lower-risk alternatives. 
“Virtually all chlorinated organic compounds that have been studied 
exhibit at least one of a wide range of serious toxic effects such as en- 
docrine dysfunction, developmental impairment, birth defects, re- 
productive dysfunction and infertility, immunosuppression, and 


cancer, often at extremely low doses,” it noted in a policy statement.”? 


e The Paris Commission on the North Atlantic, representing 15 Euro- 
pean governments and the European Community, has recom- 
mended that emissions of chlorine-containing compounds be 
reduced and that European governments adopt programs to phase 
out their use. 


Don’t Say Maybe, Baby 


The debate over endocrine disruptors was first introduced to a popular 
audience with the 1996 publication of Our Stolen Future by authors Theo 
Colborn, Dianne Dumanoski, and Pete Myers. Our Stolen Future ac- 
knowledged the difficulties and the limited knowledge that currently sur- 
rounds the theory of endocrine disruptors. “Because of our poor 
understanding of what causes breast cancer and significant uncertainties 
about exposure, it may take some time to satisfactorily test the hypothe- 
sis and discover whether synthetic chemicals are contributing to rising 
breast cancer rates,” they stated, adding that “the magnitude of this threat 
to human health and well-being is as yet unclear.” 

Given the unanswered questions that still exist and the serious po- 
tential harm that may be caused by endocrine disruptors, Colborn, Du- 
manoski, and Myers recommended further research, coupled with efforts 
to minimize unnecessary chemical exposures. Like Greenpeace, their po- 
sition was based partly on emerging science and partly on the precau- 
tionary principle. “Shift the burden of proof to chemical manufacturers,” 
they urged. “To a disturbing degree, the current system assumes that 
chemicals are innocent until proven guilty. This is wrong. The burden of 
proof should work the opposite way, because the current approach, a pre- 
sumption of innocence, has time and again made people sick and dam- 
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aged ecosystems. We are convinced that emerging evidence about hor- 
monally active chemicals should be used to identify those posing the 
greatest risk and to force them off the market and out of our food and 
water until studies can prove their impact to be trivial.”?! 

The attack on the book was instant and vicious. The Wall Street Jour- 
nal called it an environmental “hype machine.” The Competitive Enter- 
prise Institute, an industry-funded Washington think tank, released two 
separate studies attacking the book, as did another libertarian outfit called 
Consumer Alert, which labeled Our Stolen Future “a scaremongering 
tract.” The industry-funded Advancement of Sound Science Coalition 
called a press conference to introduce 10 scientific skeptics who described 
the book as “fiction.” The American Council on Science and Health 
(ACSH), another long-standing, industry-funded defender of DDT, dioxin, 
and other chemicals, obtained a copy of the book in galley form months 
before publication and prepared an 1 |-page attack on it before it even hit 
bookstores. Toxicologist and ACSH member Stephen Safe called the book 
“paparazzi science.” In a debate with authors Colborn and Myers, ACSH 
president Elizabeth Whelan even attacked the caution with which the 
book presented its analysis. “Our Stolen Future uses the word ‘might’ 30 
times,’ she said. “The word ‘may,’ 35 times. We didn’t bother counting all 
the ‘could’s.” 

Myers replied that he found it ironic to be “now criticized for using 
‘might’ and ‘may’ and the caution with which we present some of the dis- 
cussion. .. . When the book first came out, there were words put in our 
mouths that concluded we . . . had exaggerated the data. In fact, there 
were calls made to scientists who had not yet had the opportunity to read 
the book, and those claims were put in front of them, and of course they 
responded, “That would be ridiculous. That would be unscientific.’ But 
now that people have had the opportunity to read the book, and have dis- 
covered the care with which the arguments are presented, some folks are 
trying to find other ways to criticize the conclusions by ridiculing the care 


we take in stating them.” 


The Cure for Prevention 


In one of Jack Mongoven’s memos to the Chlorine Chemical Council, he 
expressed particular alarm at the Clinton administration's appointment of 
Dr. Devra Lee Davis to assist in formulating government policy regarding 
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breast cancer. “As a member of the Administration, Davis has unlimited 
access to the media while her position at the [Department of] Health and 
Human Services helps validate her ‘junk science, ” he wrote. “Davis is 
scheduled to be a keynote speaker at each of the upcoming . . . breast 
cancer conferences . . . sponsored by Women’s Economic and Develop- 
ment Organization (WEDO). Each conference is expected to emphasize 
a regional interest. . . . Topics include ‘Environment and Breast Cancer, 
‘Organochlorines, Pesticides and Breast Cancer’ and ‘Environmental 
Justice.’ ” 

In response, MBD advised the Chlorine Chemistry Council to shadow 
and preempt the WEDO conferences. “It is important in all cases to stay 
ahead of the activists,” he stated, “e.g., get to the New Orleans media and 
opinion leaders before the Chemical Week Chlorine Conference and the 
same in each of the cities where WEDO will hold conferences this fall. Let 
me know if you need more, e.g., we maintain calendars of anti-chlorine 
events and could include same if you would like.”**? Prior to the 1994 
WEDO conference in Dayton, Ohio, Mongoven recommended that the 
CCC use another of its PR firms, Ketchum Public Relations, to schedule 
“editorial board meetings in Dayton prior to . . . Davis’ speech,” and “enlist 
legitimate scientists in the Dayton area who would be willing to ask pointed 
questions at the conference.” 

Although Mongoven calls Devra Lee Davis a “junk scientist,” she is in 
fact one of the world’s leading researchers into environmental causes of 
cancer and chronic disease. The holder of advanced degrees in both phys- 
iology and epidemiology, she has taught at the Mt. Sinai Medical Center, 
Rockefeller University, and other prestigious schools. She is a member of 
both the American College of Toxicology and the American College of Epi- 
demiology. She has advised leading health officials, including the Surgeon 
General and the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Women’s Health, on a va- 
riety of cancer-related issues, and is the founder of the International Breast 
Cancer Prevention Collaborative Research Group, an organization dedi- 
cated to exploring the causes of breast cancer. An epidemiologist and for- 
mer senior science adviser at the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services Department, she has authored more than 140 articles in publi- 
cations ranging from Scientific American to the Lancet and the Journal of 
the American Medical Association. She has organized international meetings 
on the subject of cancer and, as a frequent speaker to women’s groups, is 
not only a scientist but an activist in the cause of cancer prevention. 
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Davis's work is significant—and controversial—because it goes di- 
rectly to the question of whether environmental factors other than smok- 
ing are causing an increase in cancer rates. In 1989, she compiled one of 
the few systematic comparisons of recent changes in deaths from cancer. 
Drawing information from millions of death certificates in six industrial- 
ized countries, she documented an increase since the 1960s in deaths 
from breast cancer, brain cancer, kidney cancer, myeloma, melanoma and 
non-Hodgkin's lymphoma. None of these types of cancer had been linked 
to cigarette smoking. Davis noted also that these increases have occurred 
during a period when deaths from heart disease—another major disease 


35 “Both heart disease and cancer share a 


linked to tobacco—have fallen. 
number of common causes, including cigarette smoking, heavy alcohol 
drinking, and possibly diets high in fat and low in fiber and anti-oxidants,” 
Davis notes. Nevertheless, “trends in these diseases are in opposite 
directions . . . with heart disease declining, while some forms of cancer are 
increasing.” The trend is not uniform across all age groups. Improve- 
ments in treatment have led to dramatic decreases in cancer deaths among 
children. Death rates have increased, however, in people aged 45 or older. 
“We're not talking about small increases here,” Davis says. Since the early 
1970s, “some of these cancers have increased 25 percent to more than 
200 percent.”*’ 

Breast cancer, in which Davis has taken a particular interest, may be 
linked to the endocrine-disrupting effects of dioxin and other chemicals. 
Estrogen, the hormone that makes women feminine, is a well-known 
breast cancer risk factor. Early menstruation, late menopause, not bearing 
children, and alcohol use all raise the level of women’s lifetime exposure 
to estrogen, and they have all been associated with higher-than-average 
rates of breast cancer. In recent years, research by Davis and other scien- 
tists has pointed to synthetic chemicals that Davis calls “xenoestrogens, ” 


38 “Tt seems quite ob- 


meaning “foreign estrogens’—as another risk factor. 
vious, doesn't it?” Davis says. “There's only one common thread tying to- 
gether all of the known risk factors: The more estrogen exposure in a 
woman's life, the greater her risk of breast cancer.” She adds, “We have 
tended to assume that because estrogen is a hormonal thing, a woman's 
thing, there’s nothing we can do about it. Why haven't we looked at these 
environmental chemicals that we now know can act like estrogens?”*”” 

Some research into this possibility began in the 1990s. Various stud- 


ies have found elevated breast cancer rates among women who work in 
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chemical plants or near hazardous waste sites, or whose drinking water has 
been contaminated with organochlorines. In 1992, Frank Falck, an assis- 
tant clinical professor at the University of Connecticut School of Medi- 
cine, analyzed tissue samples from 40 women who had biopsies of 
suspicious breast lumps. Compared with lumps judged benign, those that 
were cancerous showed much higher levels of organochlorines.*° In a 
larger study that was published in 1993, biochemist Mary Wolff studied 
14,290 women in New York who visited a mammography clinic between 
1985 and 1991. She found that breast tissues with cancerous malignan- 
cies contained higher concentrations of DDT and PCBs. Women with 
higher levels of DDE (a breakdown product of DDT) in their blood faced 
as much as a fourfold increase in their risk of developing breast cancer.*! 

These results are tentative and scientifically controversial. Most stud- 
ies, including some in which Wolff also participated, have not found evi- 
dence to support the hypothesis that DDT and PCBs increase breast 
cancer risk.** What is clear, however, is that in the last 50 years, breast 
cancer rates have risen dramatically almost everywhere in the industrial- 
ized world. In 1960, one woman in 20 in the United States could expect 
to be diagnosed with breast cancer in her lifetime. Today the number is 
one in eight. In the United States alone, 1.6 million women currently 
have diagnosed cases of the disease. Each year, 182,000 new cases are de- 
tected, of which 46,000 will lead to death.” 

There is no question that the reported rate of breast cancer has been 
rising. The question is how to interpret this increase. Opponents of the en- 
vironmental thesis claim that the increase is a statistical artifact due to 
better medical screening procedures that detect cases of breast cancer 
which previously would have gone unreported. Davis, however, points to 
research which shows that even after factors like improved mammography 
are taken into account, “a sustained one percent annual increase in breast 
cancer mortality has occurred since the 1940s. Others have also docu- 
mented increased mortality from breast cancer in a number of industrial 
countries.” And these are studies of deaths from breast cancer, not merely 
of detected cases. If improved screening saves lives, and if treatment 
methods are improving, better screening would be expected to cause a de- 
cline in the mortality rate. 

Davis's research implies that curtailing pollution is important in order 
to prevent cancer. “With respect to breast cancer, most of the confirmed 
risk factors, which relate to reproductive behavior and dietary factors, are 
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not easily changed by social policy,” she observes. “Many of the proposed 
interventions to reduce breast cancer involve the lifelong use of pharma- 
ceutical agents or the advocacy of radical changes in diet, lifestyle, or 
even reproductive behavior. As to the latter point, a generation of women 
that has struggled long for reproductive freedom is unlikely to embrace ea- 
gerly suggestions that place constraints on their reproductive choices.”* 
Unlike lifestyle factors, however, environmental exposures to xenoestro- 
gens can be changed through policies that place stricter limits on pollu- 
tion. “We don't have to wait for conclusive proof,” Davis says. “It took 100 
years from the first warnings about tobacco until we finally got tough. We 
must not wait that long to act against the epidemic of breast cancer.”*® 

Rather than efforts to identify environmental causes affecting cancer 
rates, however, much of the scientific research and public discussion has 
focused on treatments—the so-called “race for the cure.” On paper, about 
a third of the U.S. National Cancer Institute’s $2 billion annual budget is 
dedicated to prevention research, but those are “rubber numbers,” ac- 
cording to longtime cancer researcher John C. Bailar HI of McGill Uni- 
versity. Most of what the institute calls “prevention” is actually basic 
research into the cellular mechanisms of cancer development rather than 
epidemiological studies and prevention trials. Research into cellular mech- 
anisms and molecular biology has yet to accomplish much by way of sav- 
ing lives, but it is politically safe research because it doesn't rock many 
boats. A researcher who studies cell biology doesn't have to risk getting 
hammered by the tobacco industry, agribusiness, or chemical manufac- 
turers. “The prevention of cancer on a big scale is going to require that we 
change our habits, change our life styles, clean up the workplace, clean up 
the environment, change the consumer products that contain hazardous 
materials,” says Bailar. “It’s going to mean a whole new approach to every- 
day living.” ” 

The story with breast cancer research is much the same as the story 
with research into other types of cancer. Instead of prevention, researchers 
focus on the basic cellular research or on various treatments for women 
who already have the disease. The major treatments are surgery, 
chemotherapy, and radiation—termed “slash, poison, and burn” tech- 
niques by Dr. Susan Love, a breast surgeon at the University of Califor- 
nia at Los Angeles and author of Dr. Susan Loves Breast Book.** Prior to 
the 1980s, in fact, no major studies on preventing breast cancer had ever 
been approved by the National Institutes of Health, the clearinghouse 
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that awards the bulk of U.S. government medical research grants. NIH of- 
ficials note that funding for breast cancer research has increased consis- 
tently since that time, but even in recent years several promising studies 
have been rejected, postponed, or abandoned. 


Women and Children First 


“It is obvious that the battleground for chlorine will be women’s issues— 
reproductive health and children,” Jack Mongoven observed in his 1994 
memorandum to the Chlorine Chemistry Council. To counter the rec- 
ommendations of scientists like Devra Lee Davis, he advised the CCC to 
mobilize the third party technique behind a campaign to create the im- 
pression that the pro-industry status quo was essential to public health. “It 
is especially important to begin a program directed to pediatric groups 
throughout the country and to counter activist claims of chlorine-related 
health problems in children,” he wrote. “Prevent medical associations 
from joining anti-chlorine movement. Create panel of eminent physicians 
and invite them to review data regarding chlorine as a health risk and as 
a key chemical in pharmaceuticals and medical devices. Publish panel's 
findings and distribute them widely to medical associations and publica- 
tions. Stimulate peer-reviewed articles for publication in JAMA [the Jour- 
nal of the American Medical Association] on the role of chlorine chemistry 
in treating disease. . . . Convince through carefully crafted meetings of in- 
dustry representatives (in pharmaceuticals) with organizations devoted to 
specific illnesses, e.g., arthritis, cystic fibrosis, etc., that the cure for their 
specific disease may well come through chlorine chemistry and ask them 
to pass resolutions endorsing chlorine chemistry and communicate their 
resolutions to medical societies.” 

“I think of myself as jaded,” said Charlotte Brody of the Center for 
Health, Environment and Justice after reviewing MBD’s leaked docu- 
ments, “but it still takes my breath away to see a professional, totally 
amoral directive that editorial visits be done because the scientific infor- 
mation that Devra Lee Davis has is too dangerous to go unfiltered.” Brody 
was also struck by MBD’s “recommendations that the chlorine industry 
should go to health groups and sign them up to defend the benefits of 
chlorine, without telling them what they are really signing up for, and be- 
fore we can get to them and talk about how dioxins and other endocrine 
disrupters are harming their health. MBD doesn't suggest going out and 
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talking about why dioxin isn’t as dangerous as we say. Instead, it’s a much 
more clever and insidious strategy, where they sign up people with cystic 
fibrosis to defend the benefits of chlorine chemistry by suggesting to them 
that without chlorine there will never be a cure for their disease. They 
don’t even bring up dioxin, but they falsely suggest that we would bring an 
end to pharmaceutical research.” 

The CCC and other chemical-industry trade associations appear to 
be following Mongoven’s advice. In December 1994—three months after 
Mongoven advised the CCC to “mobilize science against the precaution- 
ary principle’—the National Journal reported that the CCC “has increased 
its budget substantially. The council this year amassed a lobbying and 
public relations war chest of about $12 million—compared with about $2 
million in 1993—from such members as Dow Chemical Co. and Occi- 
dental Chemical Co. The campaign to defend chlorine could expand to 
$15 million in 1995, according to a recent report in Chemical and Engi- 
neering News.” About a third of that budget was being spent on research, 
such as financing a “scientific review panel” to challenge the conclusions 
of the EPA's dioxin reassessment. “In anticipation of the EPA report, the 
council hired Ketchum Public Relations to orchestrate a 30-city tour last 
summer in which scientists sympathetic with the industry's positions met 
with news media representatives and community leaders to play down 
fears about dioxin,” the National Journal reported.” 

“We identified a number of independent scientists and took them on 
the road,” explained Mark Schannon, an associate director of Ketchum’s 
Washington office. In this context, of course, “independent” means pro- 
industry, as Schannon tacitly admitted. “Basically what we're trying to do 
is assure that industry's voice is heard by people who make policy deci- 
sions, he said.”° 

“After a year and a half of fighting regulatory and legislative threats, 
the Chlorine Chemistry Council . . . says it is shifting to a longer range 
goal of building a science base from which to argue its case,” reported the 
trade publication Chemical Week, quoting CCC operating committee 
chairman Leon Anziano, who said, “We want to move from firefighting to 
long-term advocacy of sound science.””! 

The CCC is only one of several industry groups that have mobilized 
to fight the chlorine war. Others include the Chlorine Institute, the 
Chemical Manufacturers Association, the Vinyl Institute, the National 
Association of Manufacturers, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Each 
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of these has a public relations budget, and staff to write newspaper op-ed 
pieces, testify before Congress or the EPA, appear on news shows as “ex- 
perts,” and speak to civic groups. In addition to Mongoven, Biscoe & 
Duchin, other PR firms that have been hired as footsoldiers include 
Goddard* Claussen/First Tuesday; the Jefferson Group; John Adams 
Associates; Keller & Heckman; Ketchum Communications; and Nichols 
Dezenhall.°* 

The pesticide, plastics, pulp and paper, household products, oil, and 
cosmetics industries have all mobilized to defend chlorine chemistry 
against its environmentalist critics. The food industry has also weighed in, 
mindful that dioxin accumulates in fatty tissue and is therefore om- 
nipresent in meat and dairy products. Coordinated by the National Cat- 
tlemen’s Beef Association, the food industry's “Dioxin Working Group” 
includes the National Milk Producers’ Federation, American Society of 
Animal Science, National Broiler Council, National Turkey Federation, 
International Dairy Foods Association, American Sheep Industry Associ- 
ation, National Pork Producers Council, American Meat Institute, Na- 
tional Renderers Association, American Farm Bureau Federation, and the 
National Food Processors Association. In his report to the CCC, Mon- 
goven noted that these groups “have a history of strong relations with the 
Agriculture Department, and it’s certain they will use these solid ties to 


put pressure on EPA through Agriculture. ””? 


I Love Danger 


In addition to bringing pressure to bear on the chlorine issue itself, Mon- 
goven advised the Chlorine Chemistry Council to take measures that 
would directly attack the precautionary principle. “Bring the state gover- 
nors in on the issue of risk assessment by communicating the benefits to 
them from being able to rely on a national standard,” he advised. “Estab- 
lish third-party entities devoted to developing these standards in the near 
future. Take steps to discredit the precautionary principle within the more 
moderate environmental groups as well as within the scientific and med- 
ical communities.”™* 

In 1999 alone, industry-allied groups mounted at least two forums 
aimed at attacking the precautionary principle. On June 3 and 4, 1999, the 
heavily industry-funded Harvard Center for Risk Analysis hosted a con- 
ference titled “The Precautionary Principle: Refine It or Replace It?” Fun- 
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ders of the conference included the CCC and the Chemical Manufac- 
turers Association, along with the right-wing Koch Foundation, funded by 
Koch Industries, one of the largest oil pipeline operators in the United 
States and a notorious polluter.” In January 2000, Koch Industries agreed 
to pay a record $35 million in civil fines and restitution for hundreds of oil 
leaks in six states, the largest fine ever imposed on a single company for 
violations of the Clean Water Act. 

Promotional material for the conference noted that the precautionary 
principle “is playing an increasingly influential role in public policy toward 
technologies that pose potential risks to public health, safety and natural 
resources. The principle is invoked frequently in Europe, and it is now be- 
ginning to enter policy discussions in North American and Asia. . . . Con- 
cerns have been raised that the precautionary principle may be too 
simplistic to guide decision-makers facing complex choices involving tech- 
nologies with uncertain risks, benefits and costs to current and future 
generations. . . . We will . . . examine the role of the precautionary prin- 
ciple in the following regulatory case studies: biotechnology, synthetic 
chemicals, electric and magnetic fields, and global climate change.” 

Recognizing again the important role that women would play in the 
debate, Mongoven advised that “an ideal partnership to undertake such a 
national debate” on the precautionary principle “would be the League of 
Women Voters and the American Chemical Society. These two organiza- 
tions could in turn attract other credible organizations—and even accept 
corporate donations for the project—without jeopardizing their credibil- 
ity. Clearly, given the issue’s importance to women’s organizations and 
children’s welfare organizations, these and reasonable environmental 
groups also should be encouraged to participate.” Perhaps the League of 
Women Voters turned out to be unavailable. Instead, an antifeminist lobby 
group called the Independent Women’s Forum, which receives 90 percent 
of its funding from the conservative Olin, Coors, Bradley, and Carthage 
Foundations, hosted a conference titled “Scared Sick” in February 1999 
at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C. IWF's science adviser, 
psychiatrist Sally Satel, opened the event by commenting that “women, as 
a group, tend to be more risk-averse. That’s why the IWF has chosen to 
explore the relationship between unjustified fears and health and science 
policy.’ 

The leadoff panel was an attack on the precautionary principle mod- 
erated by Neal B. Freeman, CEO of the Blackwell Corporation and pro- 
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ducer of the PBS show “TechnoPolitics.” Freeman echoed Mongoven’s 
complaint about “holistic mind-sets” and the death of “linear thinking” be- 
fore warming to the main theme of the day. The precautionary principle, 
he said, “jumped the ocean about ten years ago in the campaign to sup- 
press the chlorine chemistry industry. Now it pervades policy debates. It 
informs—or misinforms—the global warming debate, the debate over the 
biotechnology industry, and . . . the whole cluster of women’s health is- 
sues. We can be thankful that the precautionary principle does not yet gov- 
ern our creative lives. If it did, Columbus would not have discovered this 
continent, Thomas Edison would not have illuminated it, and Philo T. 
Farnsworth would not have transmitted television pictures of it.” 

“If we must ensure that things are safe, how are we ever to cross 
streets?’ fretted panelist David Murray of the Statistical Assessment Ser- 
vice (STATS), a conservative think tank that markets itself to journalists 
as an expert source for interpreting statistical and scientific news. “Must 
every pedestrian be so outfitted as to survive an encounter with the 
Metrobus?” Murray asked. “And how do we understand the potential ben- 
efits of certain things that are unforeseen? . . . The precautionary princi- 
ple was mercifully never adopted by life on earth at its inception. After all, 
most mutations are deleterious. . .. What we have had to be most adapted 
for, as a species, is change itself.” 

“The precautionary principle itself is a hazard both to our health and 
our high standard of living,” added panelist Elizabeth Whelan of the 
industry-funded American Council on Science and Health, arguing that 
efforts to fight pollution could lead to a collapse in the American standard 
of living, thereby creating “more poverty, more people without health in- 
surance, and less access to health care generally. .. . Go back to what your 
mother said: ‘When in doubt, throw the precautionary principle out.’ ” 
Apparently the mothers of Murray and Whelan gave different advice than 
most moms, who usually advise their kids to look both ways before cross- 
ing the street, and who use the phrase “when in doubt, throw it out” as a 
precautionary principle for avoiding questionable foods. 

The hypocrisy in these attacks on “environmentalist scaremongering” 
is that the attackers themselves rely heavily on rhetorical appeals to exag- 
gerated fears. Will the economy really collapse if we protect kids from air 
pollution? Does “holistic thinking” really mean an end to scientific 
progress and Western civilization? 

Jack Mongoven’s hostility to the precautionary principle is ironic be- 
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cause he himself is a practitioner of the precautionary principle with re- 
spect to the reputations and profits of his clients. MBD does not wait to 
be called before responding to the activist menace. Its ongoing surveil- 
lance of environmental, consumer, and church groups is designed to an- 
ticipate criticisms of his clients long before those criticisms are even aired 
in the news or other public forums. “It is important in all cases to stay 
ahead of the activists,” he advised the Chlorine Chemistry Council. 

In its campaigns against environmentalists and consumer groups, 
Mongoven, Biscoe & Duchin has helped create its own form of fearmon- 
gering in which industry appears as an innocent giant under attack from 
“radicals” who, in the words of MBD’s Ronald Duchin, “want to change 
the system; have underlying socio/political motives,” and see multina- 
tional corporations as “inherently evil. . . . These organizations do not 
trust the . . . federal, state and local governments to protect them and to 
safeguard the environment. They believe, rather, that individuals and local 
groups should have direct power over industry.” In one memo to the chlo- 
rine industry, Mongoven argues that concerns about endocrine disruptors 
reflect “a grand strategy . . . to give Greenpeace a strong lead on the issues 
but to use various groups—some of which are more acceptable to the 
mainstream—to appear to lead specific issues, thus giving the overall 
campaign the appearance of a widespread, generally accepted grassroots 
uprising against chlorine chemistry.” 


Attack of the 
Killer Potatoes 


My guess is that for most people who have 
concerns about this, their concerns are 
based on the question of whether we are 
going to use these technologies wisely, 
whether we have the wisdom to keep 
up with our scientific capabilities. And 
there have been enough precedents when 
humanity has at best muddled through 
the application of new technology in ways 
that are sometimes frightening, nuclear 
technology being the most obvious example. 
—Robert Shapiro, former CEO of Monsanto! 


ODE Arpad Pusztai, two and a half minutes was all it took 


™ to end a 36-year career. 

“It was timed. It was 150 seconds,” Pusztai says of his August 1998 
appearance on the British television program World in Action. “All I said 
was that we had come across a bizarre surprise finding when we ran ex- 
periments to test what happened to animals who ate genetically modified 
potatoes. Then the whole world caved in around me.”” 

Pusztai, a mild-mannered research biologist, is the son of a highly 
decorated Hungarian war hero who led the resistance against Nazi occu- 
pation during World War II. “They put a high price on his head, but that 
didn’t stop him from doing what he knew was right,” Pusztai recalls. His 
father was equally outspoken against the communist regime that took 
power at war’s end, and when the Soviet army invaded Hungary in 1956 
to crush a citizen uprising, young Arpad fled the country. By then he had 
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already established a name for himself as a scientist, and after several 
months of living in Austrian refugee camps, he accepted a scholarship 
from the Ford Foundation that enabled him to live and study where he 
wanted. He selected England, he recalls now with some irony, because 
he believed it was a tolerant country. 

After completing his doctorate in London's Lister Institute of Pre- 
ventative Medicine, Pusztai was recruited to work at the prestigious 
Rowett Research Institute in Aberdeen, Scotland, where he published 
more than 270 scientific papers and became known as the world’s lead- 
ing expert on lectins, a class of carbohydrate-binding proteins. Lectins 
are present in most plants, especially cereals, potatoes, and beans. Some 
lectins are toxic, but others are safe for humans and other mammals. Dur- 
ing the late 1980s, Pusztai spent six years studying a particular type of 
lectin taken from snowdrop bulbs. The “snowdrop lectin,” also known as 
GNA, killed insect pests but proved safe even when fed to test animals in 
high concentrations. Pusztai’s research therefore attracted intense inter- 
est as a possible safe way to develop genetically modified food crops that 
would resist insects but remain safe for human consumption. Pusztai’s 
ability to attract research funding was considered so valuable that he was 
asked to stay on at Rowett after retirement age. In 1995, his expertise 
helped the Rowett Institute beat out 27 contenders to win a government 
contract to “identify genes . . . which will be suitable for transfer into 
plants to enhance their resistance towards insect and nematode pests, 
but will have minimum impact on non-target, beneficial organisms, the 
environment, livestock fed on these plants, and which will present no 
health risks for humans.” 

“When we started the project in 1995, we ran a search for biological 
testing papers on genetically modified foods,” Pusztai recalls. “There were 
none, so we did more searches from time to time.” In 1996, he finally 
found a study published in the Journal of Nutrition. It was written by B. 
G. Hammond, a scientist with Monsanto, the company that leads the 
drive to develop genetically modified foods. After feeding Monsanto's ge- 
netically modified “Roundup Ready” soybeans to rats, catfish, chickens, 
and cows, Hammond concluded that the modified soya had the same nu- 
tritional value as conventional soybeans.* Methodologically, however, 
Pusztai thought Hammond's paper was weak. “The main problem is they 
were using mature animals which are not forming body tissues and or- 
gans,” he said. “Adults only need a small amount of protein because their 
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bodies are in equilibrium, in homeostasis. But a young growing animal 
needs a great deal more protein because it’s laying down muscle and tis- 
sues and forming its organs. Moreover, there was only a small proportion 
of raw genetically-modified soya in their diet—about seven percent. It 
was obvious that the study had been designed to avoid finding any prob- 
lems. Everybody in our consortium knew this. I thought that GNA—the 
snowdrop lectin—should be much better. If we could show that the snow- 
drop lectin was safe in genetically modified potatoes, we would be real 
heroes.” 

At the time Pusztai's own feeding experiments began, he considered 
himself a “very enthusiastic supporter’ of gene technology. He fully ex- 
pected to issue a clean bill of health to the genetically modified potatoes 
that he was testing. The longer the experiments continued, however, the 
more concerns arose. 

Pusztai’s experiments involved feeding potatoes to four different 
groups of rats. A control group was fed on regular, unmodified potatoes. 
Two other groups were fed on different strains of potatoes that had each 
been genetically engineered to produce the snowdrop lectin. The fourth 
group was fed potatoes that had not been genetically modified, but which 
had been spiked with the snowdrop lectin through conventional, non- 
genetic means. As expected, the rats that ate unmodified potatoes did 
well, as did the rats in the fourth group that ate lectin-spiked potatoes. 

To Pusztai’s surprise, however, the rats fed on genetically modified 
potatoes showed a variety of unexpected and troubling changes in the 
size and weight of their body organs, including smaller livers, hearts, and 
brains. Pusztai’s research team also found evidence of weakened immune 
systems. “Feeding transgenic potatoes to rats induced major and in most 
instances highly significant changes in the weights of some or most of their 
vital organs,” he concluded. “Particularly worrying was the partial liver 
atrophy . . . Immune organs, such as the spleen and thymus were also 
frequently affected.” 

“I was totally taken aback; no doubt about it,” Pusztai recalled. “I was 
absolutely confident that I would not find anything, but the longer I spent 
on the experiment the more uneasy I became. I believe in the technology. 
But it is too new for us to be absolutely sure that what we are doing is 
right.” 

Unmodified potatoes were harmless by themselves. The snowdrop 
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lectin was also harmless by itself, or when added directly to potatoes. In 
fact, Pusztai’s previous research had shown that rats suffered no harmful 
effects even when fed 1,000 times the amount of snowdrop lectin that ap- 
peared in his genetically modified potatoes. It appeared, therefore, that 
something about the genetic engineering process had produced the un- 
expected result. It was a troubling observation that raised more questions 
than it answered, and Pusztai felt that more research was needed. As his 
concerns emerged, however, questions began to be raised about Pusztai’s 
research methodology. A government immunologist was brought in to in- 
spect his work. She found no flaws, but his requests for further govern- 
ment funding were turned down. 

Initially, the Rowett Research Institute agreed with Pusztai that some- 
thing should be done to drum up funding so that further research could 
be conducted into the safety of genetically modified (GM) foods. In June 
1998, with the Rowett’s approval, Pusztai agreed to the TV interview with 
World in Action. “My appearance was to highlight the need for a case-by- 
case program of biological testing of all GM foodstuffs,” he said. The in- 
terview was recorded seven weeks prior to broadcast, with the Institute's 
public relations officer present as an observer. “If the Rowett had any 
qualms about the content of the TV program, they had seven weeks to stop 
it,” Pusztai said. “I kept to our agreement and only talked about the ne- 
cessity of biological testing of GM foodstuffs before they were accepted 
into the human food chain. No experimental details or even the identity 
of the gene used were mentioned by me in the program. It was thought at 
the time, and the Rowett agreed with me, that our short- and long-term 
nutritional and immunological work with our two distinct lines of GM 
potatoes could have been a good starting point for a biological testing pro- 
gram. In the TV program I said that GM science might bring benefits, but 
only if we got it right and made sure that the GM foodstuffs were safe by 
testing them thoroughly and handling everything transparently.” 

The interviewer posed a couple of difficult questions. Did Dr. Pusz- 
tai feel concerned about the lack of safety testing of GM foods? “I could 
answer but two things: either yes or no,” Pusztai said. “I am afraid I have 
never learned to lie, so I said yes.” Would he personally eat his own ge- 
netically modified potatoes? Pusztai answered in the negative, noting that 
it is “very, very unfair to use our fellow citizens as guinea pigs.” 

In the weeks immediately following the taping and even up until the 
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time of the broadcast, the Rowett Research Institute seemed happy with 
the publicity. Its director, Professor Philip James, even called Pusztai’s 
wife after the broadcast to express his congratulations on how well he 
had handled the interview. Then suddenly, two days after the broadcast, 
everything changed. Pusztai knew he was in trouble when he was called 
into the director's office. Professor James was sitting stern-faced, flanked 
by Rowett’s personnel manager and an attorney. He handed Pusztai a 
news release, which stated that he had been suspended from work “and 
he will now retire from the Institute.” 

“I was suspended for 12 days and then returned to the Rowett to fin- 
ish off the rest of my year’s contract,” Pusztai said. “When I got to my 
laboratory I found the computers sealed, the desks locked and all my pa- 
pers taken away. Worse, no one was speaking to me. All my former col- 
leagues acted as though I didn’t exist. When I went into the coffee room 
they would turn their backs on me.” 

“Suspended,” in other words, was a not-so-polite euphemism for 
being fired. And it wasn’t just Pusztai who was getting the sack. His ex- 
periments were abruptly terminated, his data confiscated. His potatoes 
were seized, his 18-member scientific team was disbanded, and his re- 
search designed to shed light on the safety of genetically modified foods 
was stopped in its tracks. 


Con A 


A persistent error appeared in early news stories about Pusztais research. 
In story after story, journalists claimed that Pusztai’s genetically modified 
potatoes contained a lectin called Concanavalin A—Con A for short. De- 
rived from the South American jackbean, Con A is completely different 
from the snowdrop lectin and is known to harm the immune systems of 
mammals. If he had used Con A, damage to the immune system would not 
be surprising, but that’s not what he used. 

“I am not sure how the ConA story came about, but I can assure you 
it did not originate with me,” Pusztai says. “I have been doing experiments 
with lectins, including Con A, in a gut context for 25 years. I more or less 
created this field of study, and I do not take very kindly to the idea that | 
did not know whether I talked about Con A or GNA. I must say I was very 
surprised when the few reporters I spoke to questioned me about our 
Con A studies.”® 
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One of the first mentions of the Con A lectin seems to have come 
from Dan Verakis, a spokesman for Monsanto. On the morning of August 
10, just prior to the broadcast of the World in Action interview, Pusztai did 
a separate live interview in which Verakis also participated. “I was sur- 
prised when I heard him say that we should not have used the gene of the 
toxic protein from the South American jackbean,” Pusztai recalls. 

Later that morning, he returned to the Rowett Research Institute. “By 
that time all the phones were ringing, and secretaries were logging phone 
calls,” he says. “I was tired and therefore Professor James kindly suggested 
that I was not to give more interviews.” Although Pusztai did not realize it 
at the time, his interview on the morning of August 10 would be the last 
time he was allowed to speak publicly for six months. 

Over the course of the next two days, the Rowett Institute’s corre- 
spondence with journalists came from Professor James himself or from 
other staff members who inexplicably repeated the Con A confusion. A 
news release issued by the institute on August 10 stated that Pusztai’s ex- 
periments used “the potent insecticidal lectin Concanavalin A.” This of- 
ficial line became the basis for news stories titled “Scientist's Potato Alert 
Was False, Laboratory Admits,” and “Doctor’s Monster Mistake.” The 
Times of London described the situation as follows: 


The data to which Dr. Pusztai had referred, first in an interview with 
World in Action and then with the Times and other media, did not 
involve genetically modified potatoes. Rather, it involved feeding tri- 
als in which a protein from the jack bean, a lectin, was added to a 
potato-based feed. Since this lectin is known to harm the immune 
system, the damage was not surprising. 

The institute does intend to carry out feeding trials with a potato 
modified by inserting the gene for this lectin, called Con A, but has 
yet to start. It said it “regrets the release of misleading information 
about issues of such importance to the public and the scientific 
community.” Professor Philip James, the director, had suspended 
Dr. Pusztai from all responsibility for the studies, and put Dr. 
Andrew Chesson, head of research, in charge. 

Dr. Colin Merritt of Monsanto, the leading company involved in 
gene-modified crops, said: “It seems the researcher leading this pro- 
gramme was out of the country . . . Meanwhile, Dr. Pusztai had 
gone to the media. Basically he has picked up non-genetically mod- 
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ified potato data, in which the naturally occurring poison Con A has 
been added, and read that as the effect of transgenic modified 
potatoes. It is an awful r:istake and these revelations are absolute 
dynamite.” 


The only problem with this explanation is that every important fact in 
it was false. Pusztai’s experiments had used genetically modified pota- 
toes. The Con A lectin is indeed poisonous, but Pusztai was not experi- 
menting with Con A. He had used the snowdrop lectin, GNA. If Professor 
James had only shown him the news release before sending it out, Pusz- 
tai says, he could have corrected the mistake. The Rowett Research In- 
stitute would eventually admit that its news release was wrong, but by 
then the damage had already been done. Its errors would continue to 
appear in some news stories for more than a year after they were publicly 
retracted. 

“We have never done any experiments with GM-potatoes expressing 
the gene of Concanavalin A,” Pusztai says. “I still do not know and can- 
not make up my mind whether the Director was telling the world about 
Con A in his Press Releases on August 10 to discredit me or just did this 
out of ignorance, but the effect was the same. When I had to say that there 
were no such experiments | was regarded as a bumbling idiot, a thief or a 
cheat. The strategy, if I can assume him to be clever enough, was to put 
something into my mouth that was manifestly wrong and then to shoot me 
down for it.”'° 

The Con A misunderstanding reverberated for months afterward as 
the basis for all sorts of confused and misleading news stories. “Instead of 
rodents fed with genetically altered potatoes, Dr. Pusztai had used the re- 
sults of tests carried out on rats treated with poison,” reported the Scot- 
tish Daily Record & Sunday Mail.!' 

“Lectins are a known poison; of course if they were in the potatoes 
you would expect an effect,” wrote Charles Arthur, technology editor of 
the London Independent. !? 

Sir Robert May, the British government's chief scientist, also echoed 
the Con A fallacy. “If you mix cyanide with vermouth in a cocktail and find 
that it is not good for you, I don't draw sweeping conclusions that you 
should ban all mixed drinks,” he told a radio interviewer.!? 

In addition to misrepresenting Pusztai’s research, Professor James 
spun out a series of subtle slurs on his competence and character, de- 
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scribing Pusztai as “an outstanding scientist who has done good work but 
who had got himself in a terrible fix.” James hinted that Pusztai was suf- 
fering from senility, describing his thinking as “muddled” and saying that 
he was “on the verge of collapse,” “gibbering,” and “absolutely mortified. 
He is holding his hands up and is apologizing,” James said, which was an- 
other falsehood. “I am desperate that dear old Arpad Pusztai maintains his 
scientific credibility,” he would say at another point. “I am desperate to 
protect him.”'* 

Publicly, Pusztai was unable to respond to any of these statements for 
the simple reason that the Rowett Research Institute had used restrictive 
clauses in his employment contract to impose a gag order preventing him 
from speaking out. Like tobacco industry whistle-blower Jeffrey Wigand, 
he risked forfeiting his pension if he spoke to reporters. Professor James 
would claim later that the restrictions on Pusztai were justified because 
“he was exhausted and not used to dealing with the media. He was naive 
and overwhelmed and therefore I relieved him of any press relations. I was 
amazed when I was accused of gagging him.”!? Pusztai, however, has 
copies of letters from James threatening him with court action if he spoke 
to the press. His wife, Susan, who was also a scientist at Rowett, was for- 
bidden from speaking with reporters or even being photographed. “All my 
life I have been afraid of people who said they were helping me. I grew up 
under a communist regime, and they told me they also had my best in- 
tentions at heart,” Pusztai said. “I didn’t believe them and escaped as a po- 
litical refugee. Unfortunately I couldn't escape from Professor James. . . . 
For the first time in my life I was deprived of my right of self-defense. My 
restrictive contract prevented me saying the things necessary to defend 
myself.”!¢ 

As public controversy continued to swirl, the Rowett Research Insti- 
tute established a four-scientist “audit committee” to review Pusztai's 
work. Normally an audit of this type is performed only if there is reason 
to suspect actual scientific fraud. The Rowett’s committee found no such 
evidence and confirmed that he had indeed been working with potatoes 
genetically modified to contain the snowdrop lectin. The committee dis- 
agreed, however, with the conclusions that Pusztai had drawn from his 
data. The Rowett gave Pusztai three days to write a reply to the audit 
committee, while continuing to deny him access to his own data. It then 
posted the text of its audit report on the Internet, along with Pusztai’s 
reply, which it described as “unpublishable’—that is, insufficiently rigor- 
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ous for publication in a peer-reviewed scientific journal. Pusztai agrees, 
pointing out that this is hardly surprising given the limitations under which 
he was forced to produce it.!” 

Prevented from speaking directly to the media, Pusztai sent a letter 
to a friend, which was then passed on to journalists. In the letter, he noted 
that the Rowett Research Institute, during testimony about his work be- 
fore a government review committee, had provided the conclusions of its 
own audit report while neglecting to inform the committee of the exis- 
tence of Pusztai’s rebuttal. By then, two months had passed. Rowett had 
said it would “consider” his rebuttal, but had made no reply. When he 
pressed further, he was told to write up his data as scientific papers and 
submit them to Professor James, who would decide whether they could be 
submitted for publication in scientific journals. Even if James would give 
approval—obviously a big if—this process would have taken at least six to 
eight months. “But for someone like me, with my destroyed scientific rep- 
utation, it may take considerably longer. So, I am sure it is another delay- 
ing ploy,” Pusztai stated in the letter to his friend.'® 

Since Pusztai’s contract with the Rowett Research Institute prevented 
him from publishing his findings on his own, he passed some of his sam- 
ples for evaluation on to Dr. Stanley Ewen, a pathologist at Aberdeen Uni- 
versity. Ewen carried out his own measurements and agreed with Pusztai’s 
findings. Finally, in February 1999, a 20-member international scientific 
panel went on record in support of Pusztai. Only then did the Rowett In- 
stitute lift the gag order so that he could begin to speak publicly on his own 
behalf. Without permission from the Institute, however, he was still un- 
able to publish. As a sort of scientific end run around this restriction, 
Ewen wrote up his own appraisal, which was eventually published in 
October with Pusztai as coauthor in the Lancet, England's leading med- 
ical journal. 

As someone who had built a good portion of his career laying the sci- 
entific groundwork for the development of genetically modified foods, 
Pusztai now found himself in a situation where his primary defenders 
were environmentalists, organic food advocates, and other stalwart oppo- 
nents of biotech foods. “I have landed up in no-man’s land. It is not a com- 
fortable place to be,” Pusztai stated. “I am in a situation I cannot get out 
of now. I feel responsible to keep going because I am the only one with 
data that shows there are problems. I have a choice: apologize for being 
incorrect or keep going, and I know I am correct.”!? 
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Big Stakes for Small Potatoes 


The battle between environmentalists and the biotech food industry is 
shaping up to become one of the most contentious and important politi- 
cal struggles of the twenty-first century! Financially, the stakes are im- 
mense. Many of the world’s largest chemical corporations—including 
Monsanto, Novartis, Hoechst of Germany, Pharmacia, Dow Chemical, 
and DuPont—have been shifting their investments out of industrial chem- 
icals and into agribusiness, pharmaceuticals, and food. In 1998, the U.S. 
government gave the green light to genetically modified soybeans, cotton, 
corn, summer squash, potatoes, canola oil, radicchio, papayas, and toma- 
toes, opening the floodgates on what until then had been a trickle of 
biotech crops. In early 1999, the International Seed Trade Federation 
predicted that the world market for genetically engineered seed would 
reach $6 billion by the year 2005. “Almost 100 percent of our agricultural 
exports in the next five years will be genetically modified or combined with 
bulk commodities that are genetically modified,” Deputy U.S. Treasury 
Secretary Stuart Eizenstat said in testimony before the U.S. Senate in 
June of 1999. These projections, however, are threatened by growing con- 
sumer unrest in Europe, Japan, and elsewhere raising questions about 
this altered harvest. In fact, Eizenstat added, “the European Union’s fear 
of bioengineered foods . . . is the single greatest trade threat that we 
face.” 

In Europe, the public’s concerns in this regard are particularly acute 
as a consequence of the “mad cow disease” scandal in England, which 
erupted in 1996 when government ministers and scientists reversed more 
than a decade of denial by admitting that a fatal brain disease in cows had 
begun to infect humans.”! Formally known as “bovine spongiform en- 
cephalopathy,” or BSE, mad cow disease kills its victims by filling their 
brains with microscopic spongelike holes. Prior to the 1980s, BSE had 
never been identified in British cattle. It reached epidemic levels in the 
British cattle population due to an innovation in animal feeding prac- 
tices—the widespread use of “rendered animal by-products” as feed sup- 
plements. Rendering consists of cooking the inedible remains of 
slaughtered animals. Some researchers believe mad cow disease origi- 
nated when cows were fed the rendered remains of sheep that were in- 
fected with a BSE-like disease called scrapie. Whether this theory is 
correct or not, scientists who have studied the disease agree that the prac- 


162 TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS! 


tice of feeding rendered cows back to other cows is what enabled mad cow 
disease to spread and multiply into an epidemic. In its eagerness to use 
every bit of protein from slaughtered animals, agribusiness had created a 
cannibalistic feeding loop. “It happened when, for economic reasons, her- 
bivores were fed offals derived from other species, something they would 
never eat in nature,” says developmental biologist Stuart Newman. “Basi- 
cally, commercial interests forced the crossing of biological boundaries, 
leading to a new disease.” 

The practice of feeding rendered animal protein back to cattle is ac- 
tually a fairly low-tech procedure. As innovations go, it is simplicity itself 
compared to the complexity and scope of changes being considered and 
introduced into our food as a result of new scientific discoveries such as 
chemical antibiotics and pesticides, fake fats, and fake sweeteners. Of all 
these innovations, genetic engineering is the most radical and innovative 
procedure, the most complex, and the least understood even by scientists. 
For European consumers, the mad cow outbreak marked a warning shot 
across the bow, an example of the unpredictable dangers inherent in sci- 
entific efforts to tamper with their foods. Arpad Pusztai’s 150 seconds of 
fame came at a time when European opinion was turning sharply in favor 
of greater caution and greater safety, and his saga added further fuel to the 
fires of an already growing debate about the wisdom of introducing ge- 
netically modified organisms into the human food supply. Monsanto and 
the other commercial interests seeking to profit from biotech foods regard 
this debate as an example of unwarranted public hysteria, driven by fear- 
mongering activists and media sensationalism. “Everybody over here hates 
us,” lamented Dan Verakis, Monsanto’s chief European spokesman, in 
February 1999.7? 

The public’s concern reflects the arrogance with which the biotech in- 
dustry has attempted to manipulate public opinion and awareness. In July 
1999, the journal Science published a comparison of news coverage in 
Europe versus the United States on the subject of biotechnology and 
concluded that while Europeans were more scientifically literate than 
their U.S. counterparts, they were “more likely than Americans to perceive 
GM foods as menacing or dangerous based on scientifically inaccurate 
assumptions. ”?? 

Many of the public’s concerns in fact go beyond narrow issues of sci- 
entific interpretation or technical expertise. The Pusztai case, for example, 
raised questions about the political effect of the interlocking relationships 
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between research institutions and their government and corporate spon- 
sors. The Rowett Research Institute receives a small percentage of the 
funding for its research through contract arrangements with Monsanto. 
More important, 90 percent of its funding comes from the British gov- 
ernment, which at the time of the Pusztai controversy was aggressively 
courting biotech investments. “We now have to recognize a new sort of sci- 
entist, and with it a new sort of science,” observed one commentator at the 
time. “The scientists working for publicly funded institutions are . . . hired 
and fired by convenience, they are assigned tasks set by their bosses, and 
they have few rights, or none, to the intellectual property of their work. 
And their employers may be engaged in work that involves risks, small, 
great or unquantifiable. If the scientist-worker doesn't like it, he can, like 
Pusztai, choose to be a whistle-blowing martyr or he can search for an- 
other career. The difference in the situation of the ‘independent’ 
university-based scientists is only of degree, not of kind; they all need 
grants. And, as the GM affair shows so clearly, industry-based scientists 
have influence in high places—they move in the corridors of government. 
What then is the price of criticism?‘ 


Mutatis Monsanto 


The world leader in the biotech industry has been Monsanto, whose 1997 
sales of $10.7 billion and market capitalization of $22 billion easily dwarfs 
the many tiny start-up companies also clamoring for a share of the emerg- 
ing biotech market. Although Monsanto today calls itself a “life sciences” 
company, most of its history has been devoted to chemical manufacturing. 
Founded in 1901 to manufacture saccharine, the first artificial sweetener, 
Monsanto quickly branched out into the production of industrial chemi- 
cals. During World War II, it participated in the development of plastics 
and synthetic fabrics and also played a significant role during the Man- 
hattan Project in developing the atom bomb. In the decades following 
the war, it was one of the agrochemical companies that relentlessly pro- 
moted the use of chemical pesticides in agriculture. By the 1960s, it had 
become the primary producer of PCBs—the widely used chemical com- 
pound that causes cancer and birth defects. Monsanto was also the largest 
producer of dioxin-contaminated Agent Orange herbicide, used by U.S. 
troops to defoliate the rain forests of southeast Asia during the Vietnam 
War and a known cause of skin rashes, joint pains, muscle weakness, neu- 
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rological disorders, and birth defects. By the late 1960s, the company’s as- 
sociation with some of the world’s worst poisons had begun to threaten not 
only its reputation but its future corporate viability. “We were despised by 
our customers,” admitted former Monsanto vice president Will Carpen- 
ter.” Its interest in genetic engineering was driven as much by the need 
to escape this past as by an interest in the future. By the 1980s, it had 
begun to divest its chemical interests and invest in biotechnology with an 
eye to positioning itself as a savior and solution to many of the pressing en- 
vironmental problems that it had created in the first place. As recently as 
1996, Monsanto was still the fourth-largest chemical company in the 
United States, but in 1997 it spun off its industrial chemicals business as 
a separate company and devoted itself fully to biotech. 

Many of the battle lines in the biotech food debate were drawn during 
Monsanto's PR and lobbying campaign to win approval for recombinant 
bovine growth hormone (rBGH), a controversial product that, when in- 
jected into dairy cows, can induce them to produce more milk. In 1986, 
Wisconsin dairy farmers led by fifth-generation milker John Kinsman 
formed an alliance with biotechnology critic Jeremy Rifkin to oppose 
rBGH, and by 1988, the anti-rBGH coalition had come to include family 
farm organizations, consumer groups, and animal welfare activists. One 
thing that these groups easily agreed upon was the need for safety testing 
and mandatory consumer labeling so that individual consumers could de- 
cide for themselves whether or not to purchase rBGH-treated milk. As 
early as 1986, however, industry surveys showed that labeling milk from 
cows treated with the drug would lead to consumer rejection. Not content 
with escaping from mandatory labeling, Monsanto tried to make it impos- 
sible for anyone to voluntarily put labels on milk from cows that had not 
been injected with rBGH. When some states and several dairies tried to 
label their products as rBGH-free, Monsanto threatened to take the dairies 
to court and backed up the threat by actually filing suit against two of them. 

The Washington, D.C.—based PR and lobby firm of Capitoline/ 
MS&L brought together drug and dairy industry groups in an ad hoc net- 
work called the Dairy Coalition, comprising university researchers funded 
by Monsanto, as well as carefully selected “third party” experts. Partici- 
pants included: 


e The International Food Information Council, which calls itself “a 
non-profit organization that disseminates sound, scientific infor- 
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mation on food safety and nutrition to journalists, health profes- 
sionals, government officials and consumers.” In reality, IFIC is a 
public relations arm of the food and beverage industries, which pro- 
vide the bulk of its funding. Its staff members hail from industry 
groups such as the Sugar Association and the National Soft Drink 
Association, and it has repeatedly led the defense for controversial 
food additives including monosodium glutamate, aspartame (Nu- 
trasweet), food dyes, and olestra. 


e The National Association of State Departments of Agriculture, rep- 
resenting the top executive of every department of agriculture in all 
50 states. 


e The American Farm Bureau Federation, the powerful conservative 
lobby behind the movement to pass food disparagement laws like 
the one under which Oprah Winfrey was sued in Texas. 


e The American Dietetic Association, a national association of regis- 
tered dietitians that works closely with IFIC and hauls in large sums 
of money advocating for the food industry. Its stated mission is to 
“improve the health of the public,” but with 15 percent of its bud- 
get—more than $3 million—coming from food companies and trade 
groups, it has learned not to bite the hand that feeds it. “They never 
criticize the food industry,” says Joan Gussow, a former head of the 
nutrition education program at Teachers College at Columbia Uni- 
versity. The ADA’s website even contains a series of “fact sheets” 
about various food products, sponsored by the same corporations 
that make the products (Monsanto for biotechnology; Procter & 
Gamble for olestra; Ajinomoto for MSG; the National Association of 
Margarine Manufacturers for fats and oils).?° 


e The Grocery Manufacturers of America, the country’s leading trade 
association for the food and beverage industries. Its member com- 
panies account for more than $460 billion in sales annually in the 
United States. GMA itself is a lobbying powerhouse in Washington, 
spending $1.4 million for that purpose in 1998. 


e The Food Marketing Institute, a trade association of food retailers 
and wholesalers, whose grocery store members represent three- 
fourths of grocery sales in the United States. 
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In the campaign for rBGH approval, its proponents engaged in ex- 
tensive media monitoring to detect and attack unsympathetic journalists. 
In 1989, the PR firm of Carma International was hired to conduct a com- 
puter analysis of every story filed on rBGH, ranking reporters as friends or 
enemies. This information was used to reward friendly reporters while 
complaining to editors about those who filed reports that were deemed un- 
friendly. Leaked internal documents from the Dairy Coalition reveal how 
journalists who failed to toe the line have been handled. On February 8, 
1996, dairy officials wrote Mary Jane Wilkinson, assistant managing edi- 
tor of the Boston Globe, to complain about an upcoming food column by 
freelance writer Linda Weltner. In her column, Weltner cited concerns 
about rBGH expressed by Dr. Samuel Epstein, a professor of occupa- 
tional and environmental medicine at the University of Illinois and author 
of the prizewinning 1978 book The Politics of Cancer, as well nine other 
books and 280 scientific articles. Epstein has been a leading critic of 
rBGH and the use of growth hormones for fattening cattle in feedlots 
and has consulted on these topics for the European Community, on whose 
behalf he testified during hearings before the World Trade Organization. 

“On [January] 23rd, [Dr.] Samuel Epstein . . . made unsupported al- 
legations linking milk and cancer,” the letter stated. “We're concerned 
that Ms. Weltner will give Epstein a forum in the Boston Globe to dis- 
seminate theories that have no basis in science.” The letter smeared Ep- 
stein as a scaremonger with “no standing among his peers in the scientific 
community and no credibility with the leading health organizations in this 
country.” It noted that “others in the news media who attended Epstein’'s 
press conference or reviewed his study—such as The Wall Street Journal, 
The New York Times and the Washington Post—chose not to run this ‘story.’ 
... USA Today was the only newspaper to print these allegations and we 
recently held a heated meeting with them.”?’ 

Another internal dairy industry document described the handling of 
USA Today health reporter Anita Manning, whose article on the subject 
offended rBGH lobbyists. “On Wednesday representatives of the Dairy 
Coalition met with reporter Anita Manning and her editor at USA Today. 
When Manning said that Epstein was a credible source, the Dairy Coali- 
tion’s Dr. Wayne Callaway pointed out that Epstein has no standing among 
the scientific community. ... When Manning insisted it was her respon- 
sibility to tell both sides of the story, Callaway said that was just a cop-out 
for not doing her homework. She was told that if she had attended the 
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press conference, instead of writing the story from a press release, she 
would have learned that her peers from the Washington Post, The New York 
Times, The Wall Street Journal and the Associated Press chose not to do 
the story because of the source. At this point Manning left the meeting 
and her editor assured the Dairy Coalition that any future stories dealing 
with [rBGH] and health would be closely scrutinized.””8 

A February 1996 internal document of the Dairy Coalition notes that 
“the Coalition is convinced its work in educating reporters and editors at 
the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post and the 
Associated Press led to those organizations’ dismissal of Samuel Epstein’s 
pronouncements that milk from [rBGH] supplemented cows causes 
breast and colon cancer. They did not run the story.” 

The same document tells of knocking New York Times food reporter 
Marian Burros off the beat entirely. “As you may recall,” it stated, “the 
Dairy Coalition worked hard with the New York Times last year to keep 
Marian Burros, a very anti-industry reporter, from ‘breaking’ Samuel Ep- 
stein’s claim that milk from . . . supplemented cows causes breast and 
colon cancer. She did not do the story and now the NYT health reporters 
are the ones on the [rBGH] beat. They do not believe Epstein. Marian 
Burros is not happy about the situation.”*° 

In Florida, Monsanto’s attorneys intervened in 1997 when investiga- 
tive reporters Steve Wilson and Jane Akre attempted to air a critical story 
about rBGH. Their investigation, conducted for Tampa Bay Fox network 
affiliate WIVT, made a series of disturbing claims about Monsanto and 
its product: 


e Bovine growth hormone was never adequately tested before FDA al- 
lowed it on the market. A standard cancer test of a new human drug 
requires two years of testing with several hundred rats. But rBGH 
was tested for only 90 days on 30 rats. Worse, the study has never 
been published, and the U.S. Food and Drug Administration has re- 
fused to allow open scientific peer review of the study's raw data. 


e Some Florida dairy herds grew sick shortly after starting rBGH treat- 
ment. One farmer, Charles Knight, reported losing 75 percent of his 
herd and said that Monsanto and Monsanto-funded researchers at 
University of Florida withheld from him the information that other 
dairy herds were suffering similar problems. 
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e Interviewed on camera, Florida dairy officials and scientists refuted 
Monsanto's claim that every truckload of milk from rBGH-treated 
cows is tested for excessive antibiotics. 


e A visit by Akre to seven randomly selected Florida dairy farms found 
that all seven were injecting their cows with the hormone. Wilson 
and Akre also visited area supermarket chains, which two years pre- 
viously had promised to ask their milk suppliers not to use rBGH in 
response to consumer concerns. In reality, store representatives ad- 
mitted that they have taken no steps to assure compliance with this 
request.*! 


e Finally, the story dwelt heavily on concerns raised by scientists such 
as Epstein and Consumers Union researcher Michael Hansen about 
potential cancer risks associated with “insulin-like growth factor 
one” (IGF-1). Treatments of rBGH can lead to significantly in- 
creased levels of IGF-1 in milk, and recent studies suggest that 
IGF-1 is a powerful tumor growth promoter. 


The resulting story, a four-part series, was cleared by management and 
scheduled to begin airing on Monday, February 24, 1997. As part of the 
buildup to network ratings sweeps, the story was already being heavily pro- 
moted in radio ads when an ominous letter arrived at the office of Fox 
News chairman Roger Ailes, the former Republican political operative 
who now heads Rupert Murdoch's Fox network news. The letter came 
from John J. Walsh, a powerful New York attorney with the firm of Cad- 
walader, Wickersham & Taft, who accused the reporters of bias and urged 
the network to delay the story to ensure “a more level playing field” for 
Monsanto's side. “There is a lot at stake in what is going on in Florida, not 
only for Monsanto but also for Fox News and its owner,’ Walsh wrote.** 

“Monsanto hired one of the most renowned lawyers in America to use 
his power and influence,” Wilson says. “Even though our stories had been 
scheduled to run, even though Fox had bought expensive radio ads to 
alert viewers to the story, it was abruptly cancelled on the eve of the broad- 
casts within hours of receiving the letter from Monsanto's lawyer.” 

Initially, the story was postponed for a week. Akre and Wilson offered 
to do a further interview with Monsanto and supplied a list of topics to be 
discussed. In response, Walsh fired back an even more threatening letter: 
“It simply defies credulity that an experienced journalist would expect a 
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representative of any company to go on camera and respond to the vague, 
undetailed—and for the most part accusatory—points listed by Ms. Akre. 
Indeed, some of the points clearly contain the elements of defamatory 
statements which, if repeated in a broadcast, could lead to serious dam- 
age to Monsanto and dire consequences for Fox News.” 

What followed next, according to Wilson and Akre, was a grueling 
nightmare of perpetual delays and station-mandated rewrites—73 in all, 
none of which proved satisfactory to station management. “No fewer than 
six air dates were set and cancelled,” Wilson recalls. “In all my years as a 
print and radio and local and national television reporter, I’ve never seen 
anything like it.” When the reporters balked at some of the station’s pro- 
posed changes—such as deleting Epstein’s warning of cancer risks—they 
say the station’s general manager notified them they would be fired for 
insubordination within 48 hours and another reporter would make the 
requested changes. 

“When we said we'd file a formal complaint with the FCC if that 
happened,” says Wilson, “we were not fired but were each offered very 
large cash settlements to go away and keep quiet about the story and how 
it was handled.” The reporters refused the settlement, which amounted to 
nearly $200,000, and ultimately were fired in December 1997. 


No Label? No Problem! 


If industry's own polls were not enough to prove that labeling could be the 
marketing kiss of death for genetically modified foods, the launch of Cal- 
genes “Flavr-Savr” tomato in 1994 helped drive this lesson home. The 
Flavr-Savr was the first genetically modified fruit approved for sale in 
American supermarkets, but it failed to catch on. Designed to last longer 
on store shelves than regular tomatoes, it was expensive, had a soft texture 
that made it bruise during packaging, and some consumers thought it had 
a strange, metallic taste.** Calgene’s marketing efforts also suffered due to 
its brand name and the publicity surrounding the product launch. Con- 
sumers knew that the Flavr-Savr was genetically engineered, and many 
were wary. 

In the early 1990s, biotech promoters lobbied intensely and success- 
fully to prevent genetically modified foods from being labeled as such. In 
1992, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration decreed that GM foods are 
substantially equivalent to conventional foods. Under FDA rules, a new 
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food must be thoroughly tested unless it falls into a category of foods that 
FDA terms “generally regarded as safe” (GRAS). By declaring that biotech 
foods are equivalent to the conventional variety, FDA deemed them GRAS 
and therefore exempt from mandatory safety testing or special product la- 
beling. Government regulators rely on biotech companies to do their own 
voluntary safety tests and also determine themselves if the product in 
question is GRAS.** One of the key decision-makers who helped draft 
FDA's policy was Michael Taylor, previously an attorney for Monsanto. 
After the policy was written, in fact, Taylor left the FDA and eventually 
went back to work for Monsanto.*? 

Rather than subject the merits of GM foods to open public debate, 
industry has tried to get the products quickly on the shelves and then 
deal with public opinion after the innovation has already become an ac- 
complished fact. Until fairly recently, this strategy appeared to be suc- 
ceeding. The first large-scale commercial plantings of transgenic crops 
went into the ground in 1996, and by 1998, they covered nearly 69 mil- 
lion acres in eight countries, not including China. In 1999, about a third 
of the U.S. corn crop and more than half of the soybeans planted were es- 
timated to be genetically engineered varieties.” Gene-altered products 
allowed on the market include cottonseed oil, canola, potatoes, tomatoes, 
sweet peppers, squash, sunflowers, milk (from rBGH-treated cows), and 
chymosin, an enzyme commonly used in hard cheese. Corn and soy in par- 
ticular are widely disseminated in processed foods as sweeteners, oils, 
texturizers, fillers, and extenders. As a result, American consumers have 
been eating increasing amounts of genetically engineered food—mostly 
without their knowledge or consent—because the food has not been la- 
beled as such. 

: A 1999 industry-sponsored opinion poll found that 62 percent of 
Americans were still unaware that GM foods were already widely mar- 
keted. Tom Hoban, a sociology professor at North Carolina State Univer- 
sity who has done extensive opinion polling for the biotech industry, likes 
to poke fun at the purported ignorance of the general public. “Lots of 
American consumers probably don't know seeds are involved in agricul- 
ture—they don't even know farms are involved in agriculture,” he quipped 
at a June 1998 meeting of the Biotechnology Industry Organization. 
Hoban sees such public ignorance as a great opportunity for industry to 
“proactively educate’ consumers. Ultimately, he says, industry will win as 
GM-free products become difficult to find on store shelves. “Everybody’s 
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going to be using biotech foods pretty soon, so there won't be a lot of al- 
ternatives,” he said. 

In Europe, however, this disdain for the consumer backfired badly. 
Genetically modified tomato puree was one of the first biotech foods to 
reach British supermarket shelves. As in the United States, its introduc- 
tion was marked by little fanfare. By the time that Professor Pusztai ap- 
peared on World in Action, however, consumers in England and other 
parts of Europe were realizing that they were eating GM food, and they 
were starting to resent it. According to the Wall Street Journal, Monsanto 
shot itself in the foot in 1998 when it not only refused to label but “de- 
cided to make a point of not segregating genetically modified soybeans 
from regular soybeans for the European market. It wasn't Greenpeace but 
the supposedly responsible leaders of the supermarket industry who led 
the backlash. Malcolm Walker, head of the Iceland grocery chain, posing 
as the defender of ‘consumer choice, denounced Monsanto in ads and in- 
terviews. At Safeway, Chairman David Webster stormed a podium in 1999 
to declare that his company was “fighting back against the tide of genet- 
ically modified foods and ingredients hitting UK shelves.” 

By the fall of 1998, Monsanto’s own research showed that it was los- 
ing the battle for public opinion in Europe. An internal report by opinion 
pollster Stan Greenberg showed that the company’s pro-biotech advertis- 
ing campaign had been “overwhelmed” by the public backlash. Monsanto's 
refusal to label bioengineered products had even angered senior executives 
from leading British supermarket chains. “The latest survey shows an on- 
going collapse of public support for biotechnology and GM foods,” Green- 
berg wrote. “At each point in this project, we keep thinking that we have 
reached the low point and that public opinion will stabilize, but we ap- 
parently have not reached that point. The latest survey shows a steady de- 
cline over the year, which may have accelerated in the most recent period. 
.. . The number saying that these products are ‘unacceptable’ has sky- 
rocketed: 35 percent last year, rising to 44 percent before the summer and 
to 51 percent now.” The only positive indicators, Greenberg said, were poll 
results showing that politicians and government scientists continued to 
side with the company. Their support was key, he noted, since Monsanto's 
strategy was focused on winning over “a socio-economic elite” consisting 
of members of parliament and “upper-level civil servants.”*® 

A newspaper opinion poll released that same month found that 68 
percent of the respondents were worried about eating genetically modified 
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foods. In March 1999 another poll found that “nine out of ten shoppers 
would switch supermarkets to avoid genetically modified food.” The 
Church of Scotland issued a study condemning the “unethical” practices 
of transnational biotech corporations. “There is indignation from people 
that they are not being given a choice,” said church spokesperson Donald 
Bruce. “It smacks of imperialism—but instead of a Boston Tea Party, this 
time we could have a Rotterdam Soya Bean Fest with soya and maize 
dumped into the North Sea.” 

As resistance grew, supermarket chains throughout Europe began 
bowing to consumer pressure by pulling genetically modified foods from 
their shelves. In April 1999, even Unilever, England’s largest food manu- 
facturer and itself an investor in biotech research, was driven by hard eco- 
nomics to announce that it would remove GM ingredients from its 
products. “The announcement started a week-long stampede by leading 
companies, all household names,” stated the London Independent. The 
day after Unilever’s capitulation, Nestlé followed suit, as did England's 
leading supermarket chains, including Tesco, Sainsbury, Safeway, Asda, 
and Somerfield. “When these phase-outs are complete, no major super- 
market brands will continue to contain GM ingredients,” the Indepen- 
dent noted. “It’s an extraordinary reversal from the rapid, silent, expansion 
of GM foods—from nothing to 60 percent of the products on supermar- 
ket shelves in less than three years.”* 

An internal report by the Deutsche Bank, Europe's largest, recom- 
mended that investors sell their holdings of ag biotech stocks. “In the past 
month,” the report noted, “a senior manager at a European-based chemi- 
cal giant expressed serious reservations to us about the benignness of 
GMOs [genetically modified organisms] and said that given a choice, he 
would select non-GMOs any day. By the way, the company he works for 
is actively involved in ag-biotechnology.’*° 


The Empire Strikes Back 


As the tide of anti-biotech sentiment rose, industry strategists began to re- 
consider their hush-hush approach. In May 1998, Monsanto launched an 
ageressive publicity campaign, spending $5 million on advertisements in 
French and British newspapers touting genetic engineering as a miracle so- 
lution for hunger in the Third World. Headlined “Let the Harvest Begin,” 
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the ads used the rhetoric of environmentalism and social concern. “We all 
share the same planet—and the same needs,” they proclaimed. “In agri- 
culture, many of our needs have an ally in biotechnology and the promis- 
ing advances it offers for our future. Healthier, more abundant food. Less 
expensive crops. Reduced reliance on pesticides and fossil fuels. A cleaner 
environment. With these advances, we prosper; without them, we cannot 
thrive. As we stand on the edge of a new millennium, we dream of a to- 
morrow without hunger. To achieve that dream, we must welcome the 
science that promises hope. . . . Biotechnology is one of tomorrow's tools 
today. Slowing its acceptance is a luxury our hungry world cannot afford.”*! 

The campaign came under immediate attack, however, from interna- 
tional agencies that actually work on hunger issues. “This is a technology 
that’s being developed for profit. It is not to any degree going to help with 
world poverty,” said Isabel McCrea of Action Aid, one of England’s largest 
overseas development agencies. “We are appalled by the cynical use of that 
argument by the industry to convince northern consumers that this is a 
technology that they should accept,” she added.** 

Biotech advocates claim that genetically engineered crops will be 
good for the environment by reducing the need to use environmentally 
toxic pesticides and fertilizers. So far, however, the opposite may be true. 
The vast majority of genetically modified crops currently on the market 
have been modified to either withstand herbicide (so that more can be 
sprayed) or produce their own insecticide. For Monsanto, of course, 
herbicide-tolerant crops create the perfect opportunity for marketing tie- 
ins. Not only do they get to charge farmers premium prices for their 
patented, genetically modified seeds, they also get to sell more weed- 
killing chemicals.’ In 1999, more than half of the U.S. soybean crop was 
“Roundup Ready’—genetically engineered to survive spraying with Mon- 
santo’s best-selling weedkiller, Roundup. However, an independent analy- 
sis of 8,200 university research trials by Dr. Charles Benbrook found that 
contrary to Monsanto's promised advantages, yields of herbicide-resistant 
GM soybeans were 5 to 10 percent lower than comparable conventional 
varieties: Benbrook, a former executive director of the National Academy 
of Sciences Council's Board on Agriculture who now works as an inde- 
pendent consultant, reported that lost production due to this yield drag 
amounted to an estimated 80 to 100 million bushels in 1999. Benbrook 
also noted that nobody is testing the crops for increased pesticide residues. 
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The EPA, moreover, has raised the allowable residue limits for Roundup 
on soybeans and cotton.” 

Some genetically modified crops do require fewer chemical pesti- 
cides—at least in the short term. The most common way to accomplish 
this is through the insertion of a gene that causes the plant to produce 
bacillus thuringiensis, or Bt, which has been used for decades by organic 
farmers as a natural pesticide. Like Pusztai's snowdrop lectin, the Bt toxin 
has been tested and used for a long time with no reported harmful effects 
to humans, but it destroys the digestive tracts of certain very pesky insects. 
Biotech companies have successfully spliced the Bt gene into corn, cot- 
ton, canola, potatoes, and rice. Monsanto's New Leaf potato, for example, 
is legally registered as a pesticide with the U.S. Environmental Projection 
Agency because it contains the Bt gene, making it toxic to Colorado potato 
beetles. The Novartis company’s Bt corn is similarly deadly to European 
and Southwestern corn borers, caterpillars that mine into cornstalks and 
cause up to $1 billion worth of crop losses annually. 

Enabling a plant to make its own insecticide may seem like a good 
idea, but it poses problems of its own. Organic farmers have applied Bt 
sparingly to their crops as a natural pesticide of last resort, but insect ex- 
posure was short-lived, and far fewer acres were sprayed than currently are 
planted with Bt crops, which are now planted on about 20 million acres 
in the United States alone. Moreover, Bt crops typically express the toxin 
in every cell of the plant. The widespread use of conventional pesticides 
has led to the emergence of more than 500 types of pesticide-resistant in- 
sect since 1945, and biologists who study bugs expect that the widespread 
introduction of Bt into the environment will create similar selection pres- 
sures that speed the emergence of Bt-resistant pests. If Bt-resistant pests 
emerge, organic agriculture will lose one of its most effective, time- 
honored tools, making it harder and more expensive to control insects 
without the use of synthetic chemical sprays.** 

Plant biologists also worry that pollen from genetically modified crops 
is spreading the genetically inserted traits to closely related weeds. Rice 
with the Bt gene, for example, might pollinate wild grasses that are close 
relatives. This could make the weeds pest-resistant and help them multi- 
ply. Similarly, the use of Roundup Ready crops might create herbicide- 
resistant “superweeds.” Even commercial crops can become weeds if they 
turn up in unwanted places, which is what happened to Charles Boser, a 
Canadian farmer who found to his dismay that some of Monsanto’s 
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Roundup Ready canola had drifted from a neighbor's farm into a field 
that he was trying to fallow. Boser, who was not trying to grow canola, tried 
unsuccessfully to kill the plants with two applications of herbicide before 
finally calling Monsanto in frustration. “Take your product and get it the 
hell off of my land is exactly what I told them,” Boser said. “I don’t want 
the stuff.” Monsanto dutifully complied, hiring workers to pick the plants 
out of Boser’s field by hand and compensating him for the additional costs 
of spraying that he had incurred. 

The issue of allergenicity is another health concern with GM crops. 
In 1995, the Pioneer Hybrid seed company added a Brazil nut gene to soy- 
beans in hopes of achieving a more nutritional balance of proteins. Pioneer 
Hybrid abandoned the project after tests on the transgenic soybeans re- 
vealed that they could induce potentially fatal allergies in people sensitive 
to Brazil nuts. We can feel thankful that Brazil nuts contain a known al- 
lergen, so researchers knew what to look for. However, many of the other 
foreign genes now being inserted into foods are taken from viruses, bac- 
teria, and insects, and they produce proteins that have never before been 
part of the human food supply. Are they toxic? The only way to find out 
would be to test them rigorously, first on animals and then on volunteer 
human subjects. By deciding that GM foods are “substantially equiva- 
lent” to normal foods, the FDA has left it up to industry to decide when 
and if such testing will ever be done, an approach that “would appear to 
favor industry over consumer protection,’ according to the New England 
Journal of Medicine.” 

The risk of introducing unpredictable hazards into foods is inherent 
in the use of recombinant DNA technology. Genetic manipulations are 
frequently described as “gene splicing,” a term that obscures much of the 
uncertainty and imprecision of the process. It evokes the idea that gene 
manipulators are doing something akin to splicing a movie—an exacting 
process in which film is secured firmly on a cutting board, giving the ed- 
itor complete control over which frames of the film are removed or added 
and in which order. By contrast, one common gene-splicing technique 
uses a patented “gene gun” that shoots little metal slivers that have been 
coated with DNA taken from one organism into the cell of another or- 
ganism. If all goes well, the genes slip off the metal “transports” and are 
incorporated into the DNA in the cell of that organism, but no one can 
predict where the new gene is going to land within the genome of the tar- 
geted organism. It may attach to the site of any chromosome, or may at- 
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tach in the middle of another gene and interfere with the normal func- 
tioning of the cell. 

“These positioning effects are not simple to predict,” Pusztai says. 
“Think of William Tell shooting an arrow at a target. Now put a blindfold 
on the man doing the shooting, and that’s the reality of the genetic engi- 
neer when he’s doing a gene insertion. He has no idea where the transgene 
will land in the recipient genome.” In his experiments with transgenic 
potatoes, Pusztai observed the imprecision of the technique firsthand. 
“We had two transgenic lines of potato produced from the same gene in- 
sertion and the same growing conditions,” he says. “We grew them to- 
gether along with the parent plant. With our two lines of potato, which 
should have been substantially equivalent to each other, we found that one 
of the lines contained 20 percent less protein than the other. So the two 
lines were not substantially equivalent to each other. But we also found 
that these two lines were not substantially equivalent to their parent. This 
demonstrates that the unpredictability is inherent in the genetic manip- 
ulation process on a case by case basis—and also at the level of every 
single GM plant created.” 

Biotechnologists compare DNA to the digital codes that make up 
computer software, but computer programs are vastly simpler and better- 
understood than the genetic codes inscribed in DNA. According to Har- 
vard geneticist Richard Lewontin, genetic codes are more like an 
interacting ecosystem than a linear computer program. “You can always in- 
tervene and change something in it, but there's no way of knowing what 
the downstream effects will be or how it might affect the environment,” 
he told the New York Times Magazine in 1998. “We have such a miserably 
poor understanding of how the organism develops from its DNA that I 


would be surprised if we don’t get one rude shock after another. ”*® 


The Hell in Health Food 


Bea Stefani knows firsthand what it feels like to be a human guinea pig. 
She was just trying to lose a few pounds when, at the recommendation 
of her doctor, she started taking L-tryptophan in the summer of 1989. 
L-tryptophan is an essential amino acid that occurs naturally in meats, 
beans, brewer's yeast, and peanut butter. In the late 1980s, it enjoyed a 
reputation as a popular “all natural” food supplement, recommended not 
only as a diet aid but as a natural treatment for insomnia, premenstrual 
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symptoms, and depression. For Stefani, at first it seemed to work like a 
miracle, helping her to lose 25 pounds in two months. Then the problems 
started, beginning with an itching sensation. 

“I had a very severe itch around my head and then my ears,” Stefani 
said. “Then it went all the way down my body. I thought I was allergic to 
some kind of soap. I changed all my laundry soap and all my bath soap but 
it didn't help. I itched so bad that in my sleep, I'd be digging in my ears 
and make my ears bleed.”*’ 

After the itching came aches and pains throughout her body. Stefani 
started losing her hair. Her skin felt hot to the touch. She began having se- 
vere muscle spasms and was admitted to a hospital. Doctors at first were 
baffled. She was one of thousands of people throughout the United States 
suffering from a previously unheard-of disease that eventually came to be 
called “eosinophilia-myalgia syndrome,” or EMS. Of the 5,000 people af- 
fected by the disease, 37 died and 1,500 were left permanently disabled 
with symptoms including paralysis and neurological problems, painful 
swelling and cracking of the skin, memory and cognitive deficits, head- 
aches, extreme light sensitivity, fatigue, and heart problems. Bea Stefani 
still suffers severe pain, is no longer able to golf or ride a bicycle, and will 
probably have to take medication for the rest of her life. As EMS victims 
go, however, she was relatively lucky. At least her heart was spared, and she 
can breathe without a respirator.” 

What shocked victims the most was the discovery that the cause of 
their disease came from the health food store. Their L-tryptophan, it 
turned out, was not as “natural” as the label had led them to believe. It was 
in fact one of the first genetically engineered dietary products to reach 
consumers. 

Several different companies manufacture L-tryptophan, but the peo- 
ple who developed EMS had been consuming one particular brand made 
by Showa Denko, Japan’s third-largest chemical company. Showa Denko 
had safely manufactured L-tryptophan for many years previously using 
fermentation, which involves growing a large number of bacteria in a nu- 
trient medium, similar to making a yogurt culture. To increase production, 
they introduced genetically modified bacteria that express higher quanti- 
ties of tryptophan. Unfortunately, the modified process also apparently 
created a highly toxic tryptophan breakdown product. According to a study 
published in Science, Showa Denko’s product was contaminated with a 
“novel amino acid” not present in conventional tryptophan.” The conta- 
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minant occurred in trace quantities and, because of its similarity to tryp- 
tophan itself, was difficult to detect or remove through filtration. Once in- 
gested, however, it apparently overstimulated the body’s immune system, 
causing it to attack nerves and other body tissues. This immune system at- 
tack was what caused one of the disease’s most horrifying signatures: “as- 
cending paralysis,” in which a person loses nerve control of the feet, 
followed by the legs, then bowels and lungs, finally requiring a respirator 
in order to breathe. 

The Food and Drug Administration responded to the EMS outbreak 
by banning over-the-counter sales of L-tryptophan—not just Showa 
Denko’s brand, but all brands.” EMS victims sued the company for an es- 
timated $2 billion dollars in damages, and Showa Denko has quietly set- 
tled these cases out of court. On several occasions, FDA officials have 
downplayed or denied evidence linking the disaster to genetic engineer- 
ing. If pressed, they will usually stress that such a link has not been 
proven. It has also never been disproven.”! 

Suppose for a moment that genetic engineering should introduce 
something like the L-tryptophan contaminant into your corn bread or the 
tomato that sits atop your salad. Were this to happen, standard food safety 
analyses will not detect it. They can detect the presence of known toxins 
based only on known properties of preexisting food. The “novel amino 
acid” in genetically engineered tryptophan was not a known toxin. By the 
standard that the FDA uses to regulate genetically modified foods, your 
killer tomato would be “substantially equivalent” to a safe one. 

Moreover, industry's refusal to countenance labeling of genetically 
engineered foods creates an additional risk. The labeling and packaging of 
L-tryptophan made it possible for the Centers for Disease Control to trace 
the link between Showa Denko’s contaminated product and eosinophilia- 
myalgia syndrome. In the absence of labeling for genetically modified 
products, however, it is impossible to determine who has been eating 
mutant soybeans and who has been eating natural ones. If something 
toxic enters the food supply, tracing it to its source will be difficult if not 
impossible. 


The Terminator 


By its very nature, the capital-intensive technology of genetic engineering 
both reflects and deepens a growing trend toward corporate monopoliza- 
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tion of agriculture. “The past half century in American agriculture has 
witnessed not only the flow of people from farms to cities but also the flow 
of information—and with it economic and technological power—from 
farmers to agricultural corporations,” observed Verlyn Klinkenborg of the 
New York Times in a 1997 op-ed piece. “The introduction of gene-altered 
crops, and the licensing used to protect them, is one of the final steps in 
the reduction of farmers to what one agricultural foundation calls ‘bioserf- 
dom—becoming mere suppliers of labor.”*? As gene engineers move in to 
dominate and monopolize the global market for seeds and medical prod- 
ucts, they are turning the ancient craft of farming, which is still practiced 
successfully with stone-age tools in many parts of the world, into a high- 
tech “agribusiness” that must conform first to the coercions of the “free 
market” and second to the arcane precepts of Tomorrowland’s neoscien- 
tific priesthood. Instead of producers of food and fiber, farmers in this new 
world order will become mere reproducers of Monsanto’s intellectual 
property, like clerks at a biological Kinko's. 

“One of the ironies of the development of this issue is the contrast 
between the enthusiasm of food producers to claim that their biologically 
engineered products are different and unique when they seek to patent 
them and their similar enthusiasm for claiming that they are just the 
same as other foods when asked to label them,” notes Julian Edwards, 
the director general of Consumers International.” From the point of 
view of companies like DuPont, Novartis, and Monsanto, the ability to 
patent and therefore exert corporate control over life itself is the true 
magic that makes biotechnology worthwhile. Genetic engineering turns 
seeds themselves into “intellectual property,” so the farmers using the 
seeds don’t own the right to save seeds from their harvest for use in the 
next planting. Monsanto likes to use the analogy of renting a car—at 
the end of the rental period, the car is returned.** This new arrangement 
makes it illegal for farmers to engage in the time-honored practice of sav- 
ing seeds, a practice that is especially common in the Third World. In the 
United States and Canada, Monsanto has pursued this concept to the 
point of hiring private investigators to swipe plants from farmers who 
didn't buy their seeds to see if they are planting Monsanto's transgenic 
varieties. Monsanto has also encouraged its farmers to snitch on neigh- 
bors they suspect of planting transgenics without paying for them. In 
Canada, Monsanto sued Percy Schmeiser, an elderly farmer, for intel- 
lectual property theft. He swears he never planted Monsanto’s trans- 
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genic seed, yet it showed up in his field, quite possibly through genetic 
drift—that is, contamination of his crops by windblown, genetically en- 
gineered pollen. 

To tighten the noose even further, in May 1998 Monsanto acquired 
a technology that anti-biotech activists quickly dubbed “the Terminator.” 
Developed with your tax dollars by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
the Terminator (known formally as the “Technology Protection System”) 
is a genetic construct that, once fully developed, can be spliced into any 
crop, rendering all of the plants infertile in the second generation. This 
makes it the ideal platform for companies to introduce patented genetic 
traits they don’t want farmers to save from season to season, thus enabling 
Monsanto to enforce its “rights” without the use of strong-arm tactics. 
“The Terminator will allow companies like Monsanto to privatize one of 
the last great commons in nature—the genetics of the crop plants that civ- 
ilization has developed over the past 10,000 years,” observed the New 
York Times. 

After the Terminator Technology became a lightning rod for public 
outrage, Monsanto announced in late 1999 that for the time being it 
would suspend plans to commercialize the technology—over the objec- 
tions, it should be noted, of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. As co- 
owner of the Terminator patent, the USDA wants to see the technology 
move forward so it can recoup the money it invested to develop it. Now 
research is proceeding into an alternative that has been dubbed the “Trai- 
tor technology’—a sort of “Terminator II” that disrupts plant reproduction 
until sprayed with an activator chemical. 

Terminator-like technologies pose a threat even to farmers who don't 
use the seeds. “Pollen from crops carrying the new trait will infect the 
fields of farmers who either reject or can't afford the technology,” says 
Neth Dano, director of the Philippines-based SEARICE, an organization 
that works with farmers in Southeast Asia. “When farmers reach into 
their bins to sow seed the following season they could discover—too 
late—that some of their seed is infertile.” Monica Opole of the Commu- 
nity Biodiversity Development and Conservation Program in Kenya 
agrees. “Farmers could find that their neighbor bought the technology 
and it cross-pollinated into their field, leaving them with dead seeds,” she 
warns. “Who knows how this technology will interact with nature, espe- 
cially as it spreads out over time and inevitably crosses with farmers’ 


varieties?” 
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Regulatory Underkill 


Government regulatory agencies are supposed to provide an important 
check on otherwise unrestrained corporate power. With respect to the 
planting of genetically modified crops, however, the U.S. government has 
done just about everything except help drive the tractor. The biotech in- 
dustry excels in the fine art of cultivating Washington politicians. “Mon- 
santo, which makes large donations to both the Democratic and 
Republican parties and to congressional legislators on food-safety com- 
mittees, has become a virtual retirement home for members of the Clin- 
ton Administration,” observed the Toronto Globe and Mail. “Trade and 
environmental protection administrators and other Clinton appointees 
have left to take up lucrative positions on Monsanto's board, while Mon- 
santo and other biotech executives pass through the same revolving door 
to take up positions in the administration and its regulatory bodies.” 
Mickey Kantor, the chairman of Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign 
and a former U.S. chief trade negotiator, now sits on Monsanto's board of 
directors. 

“No foods in history have been subjected to as much scrutiny in ad- 
vance by the federal government as those improved through biotechnol- 
ogy,” claims Michael J. Phillips, who himself created controversy when he 
left his position as director of a National Academy of Sciences panel that 
was reviewing the safety of GM foods to become executive director of the 
industry's main lobby group, the Biotechnology Industry Organization. In 
reality, not only are biotech foods exempt from special health safety test- 
ing and labeling, testing for their environmental safety is equally lax. It is 
up to the USDA to ensure that genetically modified crops are ecologically 
safe. In 1999, however, the New York Times reported that the agency has 
not rejected a single application for a biotech crop and that many scien- 
tists say “the department has relied on unsupported claims and shoddy 
studies by the seed companies.” 

Far from being antagonists, government agencies and the biotech 
companies they regulate often appear to be a club of elite insiders, ac- 
customed to having their way and suspicious of “outsiders” (i.e., the gen- 
eral public) who try to influence or question their decisions. And they 
have good reason to be suspicious, because their own opinion research has 
told them that the public’s opinion of biotech foods is sharply opposed to 
their own. In 1997, an opinion poll conducted by biotech giant Novartis 
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found that 93 percent of Americans were in favor of labeling biotech 
foods. Other polls conducted in recent years by the USDA and Time mag- 
azine reached roughly similar conclusions. Scores of environmental, con- 
sumer, family farm, and animal welfare groups have been campaigning, 
litigating, protesting, publicizing, and writing letters about the issue. In 
1998, when the USDA issued a proposal that would have allowed GM 
foods to be classified as “organic,” 275,000 people sent the agency letters 
opposing the proposal. 

Government and industry insiders rationalize the gulf that separates 
them from popular opinion by dismissing citizen concerns with the usual 
rhetoric about the public’s ignorance. Terms such as “Luddite” and “loony” 
abound as the biotechnicians compete among themselves to see who can 
express the most contempt for the intelligence of the great unwashed 
masses. In the Financial Post of Canada, business columnist Terence Cor- 
coran attacked critics of Monsanto and biotech foods as “radically 
slanted,” “alarmist,” “scaremongering” industry bashers. “They want to 
save the world from killer tomatoes,” he complained. “Frankenstein Food 
is now part of the language in Britain. Genetic research has been com- 
pared with Nazi experiments in genetics. Intimidated by media hysterics 
and an alarmed public, supermarkets no longer carry genetically modified 
food.” Gene Grabowski, a spokesperson for the Grocery Manufacturers 
of America, complained about the “shrill statements and outrageous tac- 
tics by people who are attacking biotech foods.”*® Europe's rejection of 
biotech foods prompted Richard Morningstar, the U.S. ambassador to the 
European Union, to complain bitterly that “politics and demagoguery have 
completely taken over the regulatory process” and that “the outlook for the 
resolution of this issue is bleak.” Europe's impertinence led the editorial- 
ists at the Wall Street Journal to write, “In Europe, across the whole food 
technology front, confusion and hysteria have displaced reason and eco- 
nomics,” characterizing biotech critics as “zealots” and complaining that 
“on matters of trade and technology, the mob has been running the show 
for a while.””? 

New Scientist, one of England’s leading science journals, offered sim- 
ilar reasoning in its coverage of the Arpad Pusztai affair. In retrospect, it 
concluded, the Rowett Research Institute's decision to fire Pusztai was a 
“blunder” because it had created a “martyr,” thus giving “ammunition on 
a plate” to “conspiracy theorists” and environmental fanatics. “Nothing sets 
a nation’s pulse racing like a food scare,” it added. New Scientist's cover- 
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age also provides a telling indicator of the consistency with which pro- 
biotech forces hold to their conclusions about the safety of biotech foods, 
regardless of new facts as they arise. When the Pusztai story first broke in 
August 1998, New Scientist joined the rest of the media chorus in re- 
peating the “Con A” fallacy promulgated by the Rowett Institute: “Pusz- 
tai and his colleagues gave potatoes a gene from the South American jack 
bean,” it stated. “But the product of the jack bean gene, concanavalin A, 
has long been known to be harmful. It is one of many toxic proteins called 
lectins with which plants defend themselves against insects. Other lectins 
include ricin, the poison used on an umbrella tip to kill Bulgarian dissident 
Georgi Markov in 1978. Iain Cubitt, chief executive of Axis Genetics in 
Cambridge, was alarmed by the publicity given to the findings. ‘Everyone 
has known for years that concanavalin A is toxic, so if you put this in a 
potato and it ends up toxic, why is that such a surprise?’ he says.” 

By February 1999, however, everyone knew that Pusztai’s potatoes 
had used the snowdrop lectin and not Con A. As the facts changed, there- 
fore, so did New Scientist’s opinion about the safety of lectins. “What is 
still woefully unclear is what Pusztai’s experiments really mean for the 
safety of GM foods,” it wrote. “The lectin gene used in his potato could 
certainly be hugely important—and not just to the food industry. It may 
yet end up warding off insect pests from rice, a staple crop for millions. 
Pusztai’s one indisputable result—that the lectin does not in itself harm 
rats—is therefore reassuring. ”®! 


Crisis Containment 


“Although most U.S. consumers aren't aware of it, ingredients made from 
genetically modified crops are present in various products made by Coca- 
Cola Co., Kellogg Co., General Mills Inc., H.J. Heinz Co., Hershey Foods 
Corp., Quaker Oats Co., McDonald’s Corp.—and on and on,” the Wall 
Street Journal reported on October 7, 1999. “Nothing would please these 
companies more than for Americans to remain oblivious or indifferent to 
this fact. But that’s hardly likely.” Pointing to the situation in Europe, the 
Journal noted that “regulators in Australia, New Zealand, Japan and 
Canada are devising strategies for labeling such foods, and many other 
countries are considering similar actions. Increasing the likelihood that 
such concerns will spread to the U.S., the same organizations that in- 
cited the GMO consternation in Europe—among them Greenpeace and 
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Friends of the Earth—are considering ways to awaken Americans to the 
issue. . . . If pressure builds in the U.S. to label all genetically modified 
foods, the impact on sales could be chilling. . . . Such a backlash would 
also be a devastating blow to U.S. biotechnology pioneers Monsanto Co. 
and DuPont Co.\‘The premium prices they are charging farmers for ge- 
netically modified seed is only now beginning to help them recoup the bil- 
lions of dollars they invested in biotechnology research and acquisitions.” 

U.S. farmers have already felt the consequences of the growing in- 
ternational rebellion against biotech crops. Between 1997 and 1998, Eu- 
ropean purchases of U.S. corn fell from nearly 70 million bushels to less 
than 3 million—a 96 percent drop in a single year.® In June 1998, U.S. 
Undersecretary of Agriculture Gus Schumacher said American farmers 
were losing $200 million a year from French refusal to import genetically 
modified corn and soybeans. Farmers who initially responded favorably to 
industry's intense pro-biotech sales pitch have begun rebelling. The Amer- 
ican Corn Growers Association, a commodity group that represents thou- 
sands of corn growers in 28 states, is encouraging its members to plant 
non-GMO varieties. “American farmers planted [gene-altered crops] in 
good faith, with the belief that the product is safe and that they would be 
rewarded for their efforts,” the American Corn Growers Association com- 
plained in a September 1999 statement. “Instead they find themselves 
misled by multinational seed and chemical companies and other com- 
modity associations who only encouraged them to plant increased acres of 
[these crops] without any warning to farmers of the dangers associated 
with planting a crop that didn’t have consumer acceptance.’** Even the 
pro-biotech National Corn Growers Association (NCGA), the “official” 
corn commodity group that represents larger growers, can't argue with 
market reality. At a U.S. Senate Agricultural Committee hearing, NCGA 
board member Tim Hume called on biotech seed companies to make sure 
they offered their best hybrid varieties in conventional versions.” 

As the biotech controversy grows, the food industry appears to be re- 
alizing the consequences of ramming through market approvals without 
full public debate. “Consumers’ faith in the government and retailers as 
watchdogs over food safety could be broken, undermining one of the pil- 
lars upon which the modern supermarket was built,” observed an October 
1999 issue of the trade publication Supermarket News.® 

Eyeing the wreckage in other countries, the biotech industry is now 
fighting against the consumer backlash emerging in the United States. 
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Stories questioning various aspects of the technology and reporting on 
the international consumer revolt have been appearing in publications 
such as the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Wall Street Jour- 
nal, Time, Newsweek, and Consumer Reports. In June 1999, the public re- 
lations industry trade publication PR Week reported that the Grocery 
Manufacturers of America (GMA)—representing 132 firms including 
Heinz, Kraft, and Procter & Gamble—was launching a multimillion-dollar 
PR campaign to provide what it called “balanced” (i.e., favorable) infor- 
mation to consumers about genetically modified foods. According to 
GMA's Gene Grabowski, the campaign reflected the food industry's de- 
termination to “act before a potential crisis.” 

In a July 5, 1999 story, “Field of Bad Dreams,” PR Week writer John 
Frank acknowledged that “genetically engineered foods are a PR pro's po- 
tential nightmare,” noting that industry got “a wake-up call” with the May 
1999 release of a Cornell University study showing that pollen from Mon- 
santo’s Bt corn could drift onto milkweed plants and poison Monarch but- 
terflies. The Monarch is “sort of the Bambi of the insect world,” according 
to Marlin Rice, a professor of entomology at Iowa State University in 
Ames. “It’s big and gawdy and gets a lot of good press. And you've got 
school kids all across the country raising them in jars.” The Bt-Monarch 
controversy came on the heels of other recent studies showing that Bt 
crops kill nontarget beneficial insects such as lacewings and ladybugs, 
kill beneficial soil microorganisms, damage soil fertility, and may harm 
insect-eating birds.“ However, it was the image problems associated with 
killing Bambi that sent industry spokespersons scurrying to counter the 
damage. Discoveries like this could end consumer complacency “in an in- 
stant,” worried one source quoted in PR Week. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of PR Week's response to the 
Monarch butterfly study is the narrow range of options that it considered 
possible for the public relations industry. “Are we only limited to a defen- 
sive role in talking about GE foods?” it asked, answering that PR pros can 
also make a positive case for them by arguing that biotechnology is “needed 
to adequately feed a growing world population.” The choice, in other 
words, was between playing defense or offense for the biotech team. The 
possibility that anyone might want to flack for the precautionary principle 
was not even considered. “The law of unintended consequences means 
studies like the butterfly study are likely to surface, focusing on something 
company researchers may never have considered,” PR Week admitted, but 
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rather than take such “unintended consequences’ seriously, it advised PR 
pros to treat them as “brush fires” to be “quickly dealt with.” This would 
entail setting up “early warning systems” to handle awkward scientific 
studies and activist groups; training seed company officials to deal with the 
popular press; getting seed companies to publicize their research; and 
roping in “third party spokespersons’ to trumpet pro-biotech statements 
and opinions from government regulators. Farmers make especially good 
spokespersons, PR Week advised, because they “garner positive response 
from American consumers. ”ć’ 

The first line of attack against the Monarch butterfly study involved 
the usual nit-picking aimed at the scientific methodology used by Cornell's 
researchers. Why hadn't they measured the amount of Bt ingested by the 
dead butterflies? Why did they do their study in a laboratory instead of out 
in real farm fields? (In fact, a separate study by scientists at Iowa State 
University had been conducted in real farm fields, with similar results.) 
The second line of attack involved rushing to sponsor a series of contrary 
studies. In November 1999—barely six months after the release of the 
Cornell study—the industry-funded Biotechnology Stewardship Research 
Group held a symposium to discuss the implications of its Monarch but- 
terfly research, even though the research itself had barely begun. Prior to 
the meeting, the Biotechnology Industry Organization circulated a news 
release confidently predicting that “a panel of scientists is expected to 
conclude [that] genetically improved corn poses negligible harm to the 
Monarch butterfly population.””° 

The news release rather than the symposium itself served as the basis 
for most of the news coverage associated with the event. The Chicago Tri- 
bune, Los Angeles Times, St. Louis Post-Dispatch, and other papers pub- 
lished stories with headlines such as, “Scientists Discount Threat to 
Butterfly from Altered Corn.””! This contrasted sharply with the observa- 
tions of one of the few publications that actually sent a reporter to the 
meeting. “Luckily, Carol Yoon from the New York Times attended,” recalls 
Rebecca Goldburg, a biologist with the Environmental Defense Fund 
who was also present. “During the afternoon, she stood up and said that 
she had just talked to her editors and that they had received a press release 
from industry stating that the meeting would conclude that Bt corn pre- 
sented little risk to Monarchs. Carol asked if participants agreed with this 
conclusion. The answer was a clear ‘No’ from a number of researchers.”” 

“Far from culminating in a consensus,” Yoon reported, “the day was 
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marked by sometimes heated exchange and ended with some scientists 
concluding that the bioengineered corn was safer than had been feared 
while others said that it was premature to draw any such conclusion. . . . 
Many of the researchers emphasized that their results were preliminary, 
with many studies still far from complete. . . . Some researchers expressed 
concern that so many studies, still far from completion and none peer- 
reviewed or published, should be given such a public airing, in particular 
in a forum orchestrated by the industry whose product safety has been 
brought into question.””? 

In a follow-up story a week later, some of the scientists who partici- 
pated in the industry-funded event responded to these criticisms. “The sci- 
entists say part of the reason they chose to release preliminary data, some 
of the studies with as little as 10 percent of the work complete, was pres- 
sure from farmers seeking more information,” the Times reported.” 

This hasty approach to the airing of scientific results contrasts 
markedly with the treatment of “dear old Arpad Pusztai,” whose 150 sec- 
onds on television brought immediate charges that he had violated an un- 
written scientific code by publicly discussing unpublished research. 
Pusztai's appearance prompted Monsanto's Colin Merritt to complain 
about the “unprofessional” way his findings had been made public. “You 
cannot go around releasing information of this kind unless it has been 
properly reviewed,” Merritt complained.” In the months following Pusz- 
tais suspension from the Rowett Research Institute, no fewer than four 
scientific panels were convened to attack his conclusions. Sir Robert May, 
the British government’s chief scientist, described Pusztai’s work as 
“garbage” and accused him of “violating every canon of scientific recti- 
tude.” The critics were in no way appeased when Pusztai did publish his 
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results in the Lancet.” Professor Ray Baker, head of the Biotechnology and 
Biological Sciences Research Council, immediately denounced the Lancet 
as “irresponsible” for publishing an “unworthy” paper, and the president of 
the British Royal Society attacked the journal for giving Pusztai’s paper an 
“authenticity it does not deserve.” The editor of the Lancet, Richard 
Horton, even reported receiving a “very aggressive” phone call prior to 
publication from a senior member of the Royal Society, who called Hor- 
ton “immoral” and intimated that his job would be at risk if he published 
the paper.’® These attacks on Pusztai’s work were themselves broadcast 
through the news media rather than through the peer-reviewed journals 


where scientific debate is normally conducted. 
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Full-Court Press 


In October 1999, to coincide with a two-day U.S. Senate Agriculture 
Committee hearing on ag biotech, the U.S. food industry launched the 
Alliance for Better Foods (ABF), its first public preemptive strike against 
an anti-GM consumer backlash. The alliance has its own website (www. 
betterfoods.org), which portrays genetic engineering as the key to a future 
cornucopia of nutritional abundance. ABF’s members include the Grocery 
Manufacturers of America (GMA), the American Farm Bureau Federa- 
tion, and 24 other trade associations representing virtually every segment 
of the food industry (except the organic foods sector).’ It is run by the 
Washington office of BBMG Worldwide, a full-service PR firm whose 
clients include Monsanto, the Chemical Manufacturers Association, Proc- 
ter & Gamble, Philip Morris, and numerous other large food, chemical 
and pharmaceutical corporations.” 

The GMA is the driving force behind the Alliance for Better Foods, 
said GMA spokesperson Brian Sansoni.®! The alliance doesn't include 
biotech companies or their trade association, the Biotechnology Industry 
Organization (BIO), he said, but was created to get the food industry “to 
speak from the same page” in support of the technology. “We didn't want 
the activists’ misinformation and scare campaign to be the story—like 
what happened in Europe,” he said. 

Both critics and defenders of the technology now understand that the 
brewing public debate over transgenic food may involve even bigger stakes 
than they originally anticipated’ The same vested interests that didn't trust 
the public enough to inform it that they were introducing genetically en- 
gineered food into the environment and grocery stores are now asking to 
be trusted as reliable experts on the question of whether this innovation 
is safe and good. Their fear—and the hope of activists on the other side 
of the issue—is that the debate on biotech foods could be the issue that 
awakens the public to the realization that government regulators are not 
presently functioning to safeguard the public's best interests. 

Scientists like Arpad Pusztai, meanwhile, find themselves caught 
somewhere in the middle. Pusztai still believes in the potential promise of 
genetically modified foods, provided they are carefully tested before being 
marketed. “Everything in nature is a balance. Changes will bring good ef- 
fects and bad effects, and you have to decide if it’s worth it,” he says. “In 
my opinion, in this case, it is not—certainly without testing first. We are 
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not talking about a delicate sort of issue where two scientists are dis- 
agreeing. We are talking about our food.” 

Pusztai’s own experience has left him doubtful that corporate and 
government powers-that-be will do the right thing. “We are told there is 
rigorous testing, but where is it? It is not published in any of the journals,” 
he said.® “I have no regrets about speaking out. I did it for the simple rea- 
son that it would have taken me another two years at least to publish the 
data. Meanwhile, all the stuff would have been on the supermarket 
shelves. The politicians have been saying this bit of nonsense that GM 
foods are the most rigorously tested food in the history of mankind. The 
truth is different, however.” He points to a June 1999 letter in Science 
magazine by Spanish toxicologist Jose L. Domingo, who performed a com- 
puter search using the Medline and Toxline databases and could find only 
eight published papers based on experiments related to health risks of 
GM foods—and even two of those citations, Pusztai says, turned out to be 
irrelevant.* 

“You can count the number of relevant peer-reviewed papers on the 
fingers of your hands,” Pusztai says, “and that includes the two papers 
from my laboratory that were published in the Journal of Nutrition in Au- 
gust 1999 and in the Lancet on October 13, 1999. I have a feeling that any 
unbiased observer would say that this is a very poor record for an indus- 
try which is just about to save the world from famine and other calamities.” 


n April 1999, the firm of Ernst & Young agreed to pay $185 
f million in one of the biggest out-of-court legal settlements 

ever paid by a financial consulting firm. According to the 
plaintiff, a bankrupt clothing retailer named Merry-Go-Round 
Enterprises Inc., Ernst & Young was guilty of “fraud, incompe- 
tence and crucial misrepresentations to the bankruptcy court.” 
Brought in as a turnaround expert to help Merry-Go-Round stem 
its financial losses, Ernst & Young had actually helped push the 
company over the brink.! 

“For years, we sold sleazy,” explained Leonard Weinglass, 
the clothing chain’s founder, describing the store's successful 
marketing mix of tank tops, slit miniskirts, and other risqué fash- 
ions for teenage girls. Somewhere down the line, however, Merry- 
Go-Round began to lose its way. Rapid expansion had left it 
overextended and losing money in droves. Its creditors and nearly 
everyone except Ernst & Young knew that the company would 
have to close down hundreds of its stores if it wanted to survive. 

Instead of action, however, Ernst & Young frittered away 
months conducting studies, producing financial projections, and 
drafting proposals. Rather than closing stores, it recommended 
stocking up on merchandise and trying to increase sales. When 
Merry-Go-Round’s chief executive disagreed, the law firm that 
had recommended Ernst & Young in the first place intervened to 
block his authority. By the time creditors finally pulled the plug, 
the company was more than $200 million in debt. 

According to the Wall Street Journal, Ernst & Young's legal 
sin consisted of failing to disclose a hidden conflict of interest. 
“The law firm that recommended Ernst & Young and later inter- 
vened on its behalf had a business relationship with Ernst & 
Young—one that neither of them had disclosed to the bankruptcy 
court,” the Journal reported. “Moreover, Ernst & Young had an- 
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other business relationship, also undisclosed to the court, with the land- 
lord of some of the stores that could have been shuttered if there had been 
a quick round of closings.” Rather than serve the needs of Merry-Go- 
Round, in other words, its advice had helped protect the interests of the 
landlords.? 

When advising the business community, expert consultants like Ernst 
& Young have a legal and financial responsibility to inform their clients of 
any external entanglements that might influence their judgment and their 
ability to give unbiased, helpful advice. Failure to do so is a serious offense 
that carries dire penalties. Our society has evolved strong, detailed, and ef- 
fective laws to protect the interests of businesses and their creditors. Fail- 
ure to disclose a conflict of interest is only one of the requirements that 
can bring penalties down upon the head of a financial adviser. In fact, fail- 
ure to disclose any risk factor that might influence the decision of a rea- 
sonable investor is regarded as fraud and can be punished not only with 
fines but with actual jail time. 

No such standard applies, however, to the experts who inundate the 
general public with advice on other matters. Neither they nor the jour- 
nalists who rely on their punditry feel much need to inquire into possible 
conflicts of interest, or to disclose them when they exist. 

The experts who appear on the evening news and other public affairs 
programs come from prominent and not-so-prominent universities, think 
tanks with impressive-sounding names such as the Statistical Assessment 
Service or the National Center for Policy Analysis, “white hat” nonprofit 
organizations such as the American Cancer Society or the American Med- 
ical Association, and research journals such as the New England Journal 
of Medicine. Many experts are closely tied to powerful interest groups— 
typically government, industry, or professional bodies. These interest 
groups provide them with jobs, access to power and status, training, abil- 
ity to publish their work in professional and academic journals, and other 
benefits. Affiliation with these organizations also serves to accredit the ex- 
perts, enhancing their credibility in the eyes of the media and the public. 
Establishment experts also often have some degree of power to suppress 
the ideas of their critics in quiet, behind-the-scenes ways by preventing 
their work from being published in key journals or otherwise keeping their 
views from receiving prominent public airing.’ 


The Best Science 
Money Can Buy 


Science has a face, a house, and a price; it is 
important to ask who is doing science, in 
what institutional context, and at what cost. 
Understanding such things can give us 
insight into why scientific tools are sharp for 
certain types of problems and dull for others. 


—Robert Proctor, Cancer Wars' 


Accs’ to historian Stephen Mason, science has its his- 
torical roots in two primary sources: “Firstly, the technical 
tradition, in which practical experiences and skills were handed on and de- 
veloped from one generation to another; and secondly, the spiritual tradi- 
tion, in which human aspirations and ideas were passed on and 
augmented.” The technical tradition is the basis for the claim that science 
provides useful ways of manipulating the material world. The spiritual 
tradition is the basis for the claim that science can explain the world in 
“objective,” unbiased terms. Sometimes, however, these two traditions are 
at odds. 

Modern science considers itself “scientific” because it adheres to a 
certain methodology. It uses quantitative methods and measurable phe- 
nomena; its data is empirically derived and verifiable by others through ex- 
periments that can be reproduced; and, finally, its practitioners are 
impartial. Whereas ideological thinkers promulgate dogmas and defend 
them in the face of evidence to the contrary, scientists work with “hy- 
potheses” that they modify whenever the evidence dictates. 

The standard description of the scientific method makes it sound 
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like an almost machinelike process for sifting and separating truth from 
error. The method is typically described as involving the following steps: 


1. Observe and describe some phenemenon. 


2. Form a hypothesis to explain the phenemonon and its relationship 
to other known facts, usually through some kind of mathematical 
formula. 


3. Use the hypothesis to make predictions. 


4. Test those predictions by experiments or further observations to see 
if they are correct. 


5. If not, reject or revise the hypothesis. 


“Recognizing that personal and cultural beliefs influence both our 
perceptions and our interpretations of natural phenomena, we aim 
through the use of standard procedures and criteria to minimize those in- 
fluences when developing a theory,” explains University of Rochester 
physics professor Frank Wolfs. “The scientific method attempts to mini- 
mize the influence of bias or prejudice in the experimenter when testing 
a hypothesis or a theory.” One way to minimize the influence of bias is to 
have several independent experimenters test the hypothesis. If it survives 
the hurdle of multiple experiments, it may rise to the level of an accepted 
theory, but the scientific method requires that the hypothesis be ruled out 
or modified if its predictions are incompatible with experimental tests. In 
science, Wolfs says, “experiment is supreme.” 

- Experience shows, however, that this commonly accepted description 
of the scientific method is often a myth. Not only is it a myth, it is a fairly 
recent myth, first elaborated in the late 1800s by statistician Karl Pearson.’ 
Copernicus did not use the scientific method described above, nor did Sir 
Isaac Newton or Charles Darwin. The French philosopher and mathe- 
matician René Descartes is often credited with ushering in the age of sci- 
entific inquiry with his “Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting 
the Reason and Seeking the Truth in the Sciences,” but the method of 
Descartes bears little relation to the steps described above. The molecu- 
lar structure of benzene was first hypothesized not in a laboratory but in 
a dream. Many theories do not originate through some laborious process 
of formulating and modifying a hypothesis, but through sudden moments 
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of inspiration. The actual thought processes of scientists are richer, more 
complex, and less machinelike in their inevitability than the standard 
model suggests. Science is a human endeavor, and real-world scientists ap- 
proach their work with a combination of imagination, creativity, specula- 
tion, prior knowledge, library research, perseverance, and, in some cases, 
blind luck—the same combination of intellectual resources, in short, that 
scientists and nonscientists alike use in trying to solve problems. 

The myth of a universal scientific method glosses over many far-from- 
pristine realities about the way scientists work in the real world. There is 
no mention, for example, of the time that a modern researcher spends 
writing grant proposals; coddling department heads, corporate donors, 
and government bureaucrats; or engaging in any of the other activities 
that are necessary to obtain research funding. Although the scientific 
method acknowledges the possibility of bias on the part of an individual 
scientist, it does not provide a way of countering the effects of systemwide 
bias. “In a field where there is active experimentation and open commu- 
nication among members of the scientific community, the biases of indi- 
viduals or groups may cancel out, because experimental tests are repeated 
by different scientists who may have different biases,” Wolfs states. But 
what if different scientists share a common bias? Rather than canceling it 
out, they may actually reinforce it. 

‘The standard description of the scientific method also tends to ide- 
alize the degree to which scientists are even capable of accurately ob- 
serving and measuring the phenomena they study..“Anyone who has done 
much research knows only too well that he never seems to be able him- 
self to reproduce the beautiful curves and straight lines that appear in pub- 
lished texts and papers,’ admits British biologist Gordon D. Hunter. “In 
fact, scientists who would be most insulted if I accused them of cheating 
usually select their best results only, not the typical ones, for publication; 
and some slightly less rigorous in their approach will find reasons for re- 
jecting an inconvenient result. I well remember when my colleague David 
Vaird and I were working with a famous Nobel Prize winner (Sir Hans 
Krebs himself) on bovine ketosis. The results from four cows were perfect, 
but the fifth wretched cow behaved quite differently. Sir Hans shocked 
David by stating that there were clearly additional factors of which we 
were ignorant affecting the fifth cow, and it should be removed from the 
analysis. . . . Such subterfuges rarely do much harm, but it is an easy step 
to rejecting whole experiments or parts of experiments by convincing one- 
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self that there were reasons that we can identify or guess at for it giving 
‘the wrong result.’ ”* 

The idea that all scientific experiments are replicated to keep the 
process honest is also something of a myth. In reality, the number of find- 
ings from one scientist that get checked by others is quite small. Most sci- 
entists are too busy, research funds are too limited, and the pressure to 
produce new work is too great for this type of review to occur very often. 
What occurs instead is a system of “peer review,” in which panels of ex- 
perts are convened to pass judgment on the work of other researchers. 
Peer review is used mainly in two situations: during the grant approval 
process to decide which research should get funding, and after the re- 
search has been completed to determine whether the results should be ac- 
cepted for publication in a scientific journal. 

Like the myth of the scientific method, peer review is also a fairly new 
phenomenon. It began as an occasional, ad hoc practice during the mid- 
dle of the nineteenth century but did not really become established until 
World War I, when the federal government began supporting scientists 
through the National Research Council. As government support for sci- 
ence increased, it became necessary to develop a formal system for de- 
ciding which projects should receive funding. 

In some ways, the system of peer review functions like the antithesis 
of the scientific method described above. Whereas the scientific method 
assumes that “experiment is supreme’ and purports to eliminate bias, peer 
review deliberately imposes the bias of peer reviewers on the scientific 
process, both before and after experiments are conducted. This does not 
necessarily mean that peer review is a bad thing. In some ways, it is a nec- 
essary response to the empiricist limitations of the scientific method as it 
is commonly defined. However, peer review can also institutionalize con- 
flicts of interest and a certain amount of dogmatism. In 1994, the Gen- 
eral Accounting Office of the U.S. Congress studied the use of peer review 
in government scientific grants and found that reviewers often know ap- 
plicants and tend to give preferential treatment to the ones they know.’ 
Women and minorities have charged that the system constitutes an “old 
boys’ network” in science. The system also stacks the deck in favor of 
older, established scientists and against younger, more independent re- 
searchers. The process itself creates multiple opportunities for conflict of 
interest. Peer reviewers are often anonymous, which means that they do 
not have to face the researchers whose work they judge. Moreover, the re- 
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alities of science in today’s specialized world means that peer reviewers are 
often either colleagues or competitors of the scientist whose work they re- 
view. In fact, observes science historian Horace Freeland Judson, “the 
persons most qualified to judge the worth of a scientist's grant proposal or 
the merit of a submitted research paper are precisely those who are the 
scientist's closest competitors.”° 

“The problem with peer review is that we have good evidence on its 
deficiencies and poor evidence on its benefits,” the British Medical Jour- 
nal observed in 1997. “We know that it is expensive, slow, prone to bias, 
open to abuse, possibly anti-innovatory, and unable to detect fraud. We 
also know that the published papers that emerge from the process are 
often grossly deficient.” 

In theory, the process of peer review offers protection against scien- 
tific errors and bias. In reality, it has proven incapable of filtering out the 
influence of government and corporate funders, whose biases often affect 
research outcomes. 


Publication Bias 


If you want to know just how craven some scientists can be, the archives 
of the tobacco industry offer a treasure trove of examples. Thanks to 
whistle-blowers and lawsuits, millions of pages of once-secret industry 
documents have become public and are freely available over the Internet. 
In 1998, for example, documents came to light regarding an industry- 
sponsored campaign in the early 1990s to plant sympathetic letters and ar- 
ticles in influential medical journals. Tobacco companies had secretly 
paid 13 scientists a total of $156,000 simply to write a few letters to in- 
fluential medical journals. One biostatistician, Nathan Mantel of Ameri- 
can University in Washington, received $10,000 for writing a single, 
eight-paragraph letter that was published in the Journal of the American 
Medical Association. Cancer researcher Gio Batta Gori received $20,137 
for writing four letters and an opinion piece to the Lancet, the Journal of 
the National Cancer Institute, and the Wall Street Journal—nice work if 
you can get it, especially since the scientists didn’t even have to write the 
letters themselves. Two tobacco-industry law firms were available to do 
the actual drafting and editing. All the scientists really had to do was sign 
their names at the bottom. “It’s a systematic effort to pollute the scientific 
literature. It’s not a legitimate scientific debate,” observed Dr. Stanton 
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Glantz, a professor of medicine at the University of California-San Fran- 
cisco and longtime tobacco industry critic. “Basically, the drill is that they 
hired people to write these letters, then they cited the letters as if they 
were independent, disinterested scientists writing. ”® 

In some cases, scientists were paid to write not just letters but entire 
scientific articles. In at least one case, the going rate for this service was 
$25,000, which was paid to one scientist for writing an article for the 
publication Risk Analysis. The same fee went to former EPA official John 
Todhunter and tobacco consultant W. Gary Flamm for an article titled 
“EPA Process, Risk Assessment-Risk Management Issues,” which they 
published in the Journal of Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology, where 
Flamm served as a member of the journal's editorial board. Not only did 
they fail to disclose that their article had been commissioned by the to- 
bacco industry, journal editor C. Jelleff Carr says he “never asked that 
question, ‘Were you paid to write that?’ I think it would be almost improper 
for me to do it.” 

The tobacco industry is hardly alone in attempting to influence the 
scientific publishing process. A similar example of industry influence came 
to light in 1999 regarding the diet—-drug combo fen-phen (a combination 
of fenfluramine, dexfenfluramine, and phentermine), developed by 
Wyeth-Ayerst Laboratories. Wyeth-Ayerst had commissioned ghostwriters 
to write ten articles promoting fen-phen as a treatment for obesity. Two of 
the ten articles were actually published in peer-reviewed medical journals 
before studies linked fen-phen to heart valve damage and an often-fatal 
lung disease, forcing the company to pull the drugs from the market in 
September 1997. In lawsuits filed by injured fen-phen users, internal 
company documents were subpoenaed showing that Wyeth-Ayerst had 
also edited the draft articles to play down and occasionally delete de- 
scriptions of side effects associated with the drugs. The final articles were 
published under the names of prominent researchers, one of whom 
claimed later that he had no idea that Wyeth had commissioned the arti- 
cle on which his name appeared. “It’s really deceptive,” said Dr. Albert J. 
Stunkard of the University of Pennsylvania, whose article was published 
in the American Journal of Medicine in February 1996. “It sort of makes 
you uneasy. /° 

How did Stunkard’s name end up on an article without his knowing 
who sponsored it? The process involved an intermediary hired by Wyeth- 
Ayerst called Excerpta Medica, Inc., which received $20,000 for each ar- 
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ticle. Excerpta’s ghostwriters produced first-draft versions of the articles 
and then lined up well-known university researchers like Stunkard and 
paid them honoraria of $1,000 to $1,500 to edit the drafts and lend their 
names to the final work. Stunkard says Excerpta did not tell him that the 
honorarium originally came from Wyeth. One of the name-brand re- 
searchers even sent a letter back praising Excerpta’s ghostwriting skills. 
“Let me congratulate you and your writer on an excellent and thorough re- 
view of the literature, clearly written,” wrote Dr. Richard L. Atkinson, pro- 
fessor of medicine and nutritional science at the University of Wisconsin 
Medical School. “Perhaps I can get you to write all my papers for me! My 
only general comment is that this piece may make dexfenfluramine sound 
better than it really is.”!! 

“The whole process strikes me as egregious,” said Jerome P. Kassirer, 
then-editor of the New England Journal of Medicine—‘the fact that Wyeth 
commissioned someone to write pieces that are favorable to them, the fact 
that they paid people to put their names on these things, the fact that peo- 
ple were willing to put their names on it, the fact that the journals pub- 
lished them without asking questions.” Yet it would be a mistake to 
imagine that these failures of the scientific publishing system reflect greed 
or laziness on the part of the individuals involved. Naiveté might be a bet- 
ter word to describe the mind-set of the researchers who participate in this 
sort of arrangement. In any case, the Wyeth-Ayerst practice is not an iso- 
lated incident. “This is a common practice in the industry. It’s not partic- 
ular to us,” said Wyeth spokesman Doug Petkus. 

Medical editor Jenny Speicher agrees that the Wyeth-Ayerst case is 
not an aberration. “I used to work at Medical Tribune, a news publication 
for physicians,” she said. “We had all these pharmaceutical and PR com- 
panies calling, asking what are the writing guidelines for articles, because 
they wanted to have their flack doctors write articles, or assign a freelance 
writer to write under a doctor's name. I've even been offered these writ- 
ing jobs myself. We always told them that all of our articles had to have 
comments from independent researchers, so of course they weren't in- 
terested. But they kept on trying.” 

“Pharmaceutical companies hire PR firms to promote drugs,” agrees 
science writer Norman Bauman. “Those promotions include hiring free- 
lance writers to write articles for peer-reviewed journals, under the byline 
of doctors whom they also hire. This has been discussed extensively in the 
medical journals and also in the Wall Street Journal, and I personally know 
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people who write these journal articles. The pay is OK—about $3,000 for 
a six- to ten-page journal article.” 

Even the New England Journal of Medicine—often described as the 
world’s most prestigious medical journal—has been involved in contro- 
versies regarding hidden economic interests that shape its content and 
conclusions. In 1986, for example, NEJM published one study and re- 
jected another that reached opposite conclusions about the antibiotic 
amoxicillin, even though both studies were based on the same data. Sci- 
entists involved with the first, favorable study had received $1.6 million 
in grants from the drug manufacturer, while the author of the critical 
study had refused corporate funding. NEJM proclaimed the pro- 
amoxicillin study the “authorized” version, and the author of the critical 
study underwent years of discipline and demotions from the academic bu- 
reaucracy at his university, which also took the side of the industry-funded 
scientist. Five years later, the dissenting scientist's critical study finally 
found publication in the Journal of the American Medical Association, and 
other large-scale testing of children showed that those who took amoxi- 
cillin actually experienced lower recovery rates than children who took no 
medicine at all.'* In 1989, NEJM came under fire again when it pub- 
lished an article downplaying the dangers of exposure to asbestos while 
failing to disclose that the author had ties to the asbestos industry.!? In 
1996, a similar controversy emerged when the journal ran an editorial 
touting the benefits of diet drugs, again failing to note that the editorial’s 
authors were paid consultants for companies that sell the drugs." 

In November 1997, questions of conflict of interest arose again when 
the NEJM published a scathing review of Sandra Steingraber’s book Liv- 
ing Downstream: An Ecologist Looks at Cancer and the Environment. Au- 
thored by Jerry H. Berke, the review described Steingraber as “obsessed 
... with environmental pollution as the cause of cancer’ and accused her 
of “oversights and simplifications . . . biased work . . . notoriously poor 
scholarship. . . . The focus on environmental pollution and agricultural 
chemicals to explain human cancer has simply not been fruitful nor given 
rise to useful preventive strategies. . . . Living Downstream frightens, at 
times misinforms, and then scorns genuine efforts at cancer prevention 
through lifestyle change. The objective of Living Downstream appears ul- 
timately to be controversy.”! 

Berke was identified alongside the review as “Jerry H. Berke, MD, 
MPH.” The NEJM failed to disclose, however, that Berke was director of 
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toxicology for W. R. Grace, one of the world’s largest chemical manufac- 
turers and a notorious polluter. A leading manufacturer of asbestos- 
containing building products, W. R. Grace has been a defendant in several 
thousand asbestos-related cancer lawsuits and has paid millions of dollars 
in related court judgments. It is probably best known as the company that 
polluted the drinking water of the town of Woburn, Massachusetts, and 
later paid an $8 million out-of-court settlement to the families of seven 
Woburn children and one adult who contracted leukemia after drinking 
contaminated water. During the Woburn investigation, Grace was caught 
in two felony lies to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

When questioned about its failure to identify Berke’s affiliation, the 
New England Journal of Medicine offered contradictory and implausible 
explanations. First it attributed the omission to an “administrative over- 
sight” and claimed that it didn’t know about Berke’s affiliation with W. R. 
Grace. Later, a journal representative admitted that they did know but said 
they thought Grace was a “hospital or research institute.” If so, this igno- 
rance would itself be remarkable, since the NEJM is located in Boston, 
and Grace had been the subject of more than a hundred news stories in 
the Boston Globe between 1994 and 1997. Moreover, NEJM editor Mar- 
cia Angell lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the world headquarters of 
W. R. Grace. Her home is only eight miles away from Woburn, whose 
leukemia lawsuit is also the central subject of A Civil Action, Jonathan 
Harr'’s best-selling book that was made into a movie starring John Tra- 
volta. During the months immediately preceding the publication of Berke’s 
review, in fact, the film crew for A Civil Action was working in the Boston 
area and was itself the subject of numerous prominent news stories.’ 

In response to criticism of these lapses, NEJM editor Jerome P. Kas- 
sirer insisted that his journal’s conflict-of-interest policy was “the tightest 
in the business.”'’ The sad fact is that this boast is probably correct. In 
1996, Sheldon Krimsky of Tufts University did a study of journal disclo- 
sures that dug into the industry connections of the authors of 789 scien- 
tific papers published by 1,105 researchers in 14 leading life science and 
biomedical journals. In 34 percent of the papers, at least one of the chief 
authors had an identifiable financial interest connected to the research, 
and Krimsky observed that the estimate of 34 percent was probably lower 
than the true level of financial conflict of interest, since he was unable to 
check if the researchers owned stock or had received consulting fees from 
the companies involved in commercial applications of their research. 
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None of these financial interests were disclosed in the journals, where 
readers could see them.'® In 1999, a larger study by Krimsky examined 
62,000 articles published in 210 different scientific journals and found 
that only one half of one percent of the articles included information 
about the authors’ research-related financial ties. Although all of the jour- 
nals had a formal requirement for disclosure of conflicts of interest, 142 
of the journals had not published a single disclosure during 1997, the 
year under study. '” 

Corporate-sponsored scientific symposiums provide another means 
for manipulating the content of medical journals. In 1992, the New En- 
gland Journal of Medicine itself published a survey of 625 such sympo- 
siums which found that 42 percent of them were sponsored by a single 
pharmaceutical sponsor. There was a correlation, moreover, between 
single-company sponsorship and practices that commercialize or corrupt 
the scientific review process, including symposiums with misleading titles 
designed to promote a specific brand-name product. “Industry-sponsored 
symposia are promotional in nature and . . . journals often abandon the 
peer-review process when they publish symposiums,” the survey con- 
cluded. Drummond Rennie, a deputy editor of the Journal of the Amer- 
ican Medical Association, describes how the process works in plainer 
language: 


I'm the advertising guy for the drug. I tell a journal I will give them 
$100,000 to have a special issue on that drug. Plus I'll give the jour- 
nal so much per reprint, and I'll order a lot of reprints. I'll select the 
editor and all the authors. I phone everyone who has written good 
things about that drug. I say, “I'll fly you and your wife first class to 
New Orleans for a symposium. I'll put your paper in the special 
issue of the journal, and you'll have an extra publication for your 
c.v.” Then I'll put a reprint of that symposium on some doctor's desk 
and say, “Look at this marvelous drug.””' 


Does Money Matter? 


As these examples illustrate, many of the factors that bias scientific results 
are considerably more subtle than outright bribery or fraud. “There is dis- 
tortion that causes publication bias in little ways, and scientists just don't 
understand that they have been influenced,” Rennie says. “There's influ- 
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ence everywhere, on people who would steadfastly deny it.” Scientists 
can be naive about politics and other external factors shaping their work 
and become indignant at the suggestion that their results are shaped by 
their funding. But science does not occur in a vacuum. In studying ani- 
mal populations, biologists use the term “selection pressure’ to describe 
the influence that environmental conditions exert upon the survival of 
certain genetic traits over others. Within the population of scientists, a 
similar type of selection pressure occurs as industry and government sup- 
port, combined with the vicissitudes of political fashion, determine which 
careers flourish and which languish. As David Ozonoff of the Boston Uni- 
versity School of Medicine has observed, “One can think of an idea almost 
as one thinks of a living organism. It has to be continually nourished with 
the resources that permit it to grow and reproduce. In a hostile environ- 
ment that denies it the material necessities, scientific ideas tend to 
languish and die.””? 

Like other human institutions, the development of the scientific 
enterprise has seen both advances and reversals and is exquisitely sensi- 
tive to the larger social environment in which it exists. Germany, for ex- 
ample, was a world leader in science in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries but went into scientific decline with the rise of fascism. Under 
the Nazis, scientists were seen as too “cosmopolitan,” and the idea of a 
culturally rooted “German science” transformed applied scientists into 
“folk practitioners,” elevated astrology at the expense of astronomy, and im- 
poverished the country’s previously renowned institutions for the study of 
theoretical physics. Something similar happened in Soviet Russia when 
previously accepted theories in astronomy, chemistry, medicine, psychol- 
ogy, and anthropology were criticized on the grounds that they conflicted 
with the principles of Marxist materialism. The most notorious example 
in the Soviet case was the rise of Lysenkoism, which rejected the theories 
of Mendelian genetics with catastrophic results for Russian agriculture. In 
the United States, political and social movements have also given rise to 
a number of dubious scientific trends, including the “creation science” of 
Christian fundamentalists as well as such movements as parapsychology 
and scientology. 

The most dramatic trend influencing the direction of science during 
the past century, however, has been its increasing dependence on funding 
from government and industry. Unlike the “gentleman scientists” of the 
nineteenth century who enjoyed financial independence that allowed 
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them to explore their personal scientific interests with considerable free- 
dom, today’s mainstream scientists are engaged in expensive research that 
requires the support of wealthy funders. A number of factors have con- 
tributed to this reality, from the rise of big government to the militariza- 
tion of scientific research to the emergence of transnational corporations 
as important patrons of research. 

The Second World War marked a watershed in the development of 
these trends, with the demands of wartime production, military intelli- 
gence, and political mobilization serving as precursors to the “military- 
industrial complex” that emerged during the Cold War in the 1950s. World 
War II also inaugurated the era of what has become known as “big sci- 
ence.’ Previously, scientists for the most part had been people who worked 
alone or with a handful of assistants, pursuing the inquiries that fit their 
interests and curiosity. It was a less rigorous approach to science than we 
expect today, but it also allowed more creativity and independence. Physi- 
cist Percy Bridgman, whose major work was done before the advent of “big 
science,” recalled that in those days he “felt free to pursue other lines of 
interest, whether experiment, or theory, or fundamental criticism. . . . An- 
other great advantage of working on a small scale is that one gives no 
hostage to one’s own past. If I wake up in the morning with a new idea, 
the utilization of which involves scrapping elaborate preparations already 
made, I am free to scrap what I have done and start off on the new and 
better line. This would not be possible without crippling loss of morale if 
one were working on a large scale with a complex organization.” When 
World War II made large-scale, applied research a priority, Bridgman said, 
“the older men, who had previously worked on their own problems in 
their own laboratories, put up with this as a patriotic necessity, to be tol- 
erated only while they must, and to be escaped from as soon as decent. 
But the younger men . . . had never experienced independent work and did 
not know what it was like.” 

The Manhattan Project took “big science” to unprecedented new 
levels. In the process it also radically transformed the assumptions and so- 
cial practices of science itself, as military considerations forced scientists 
to work under conditions of strict censorship. “The Manhattan Project was 
secret,” observe Stephen Hilgartner, Richard Bell, and Rory O’Conner in 
Nukespeak, their study of atomic-age thinking and rhetoric. “Its cities 
were built in secret, its research was done in secret, its scientists traveled 
under assumed names, its funds were concealed from Congress, and its 
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existence was systematically kept out of the media. . . . Compartmental- 
ization, or the restriction of knowledge about various aspects of the proj- 
ect to the ‘compartments’ in which the knowledge was being developed, 
was central to this strategy. . . . Press censorship complemented com- 
partmentalization.”*? President Truman described the development of the 
atom bomb as “the greatest achievement of organized science in history.” 
It was also the greatest regimentation of science in history, and spawned 
the need for further regimentation and more secrecy. 

Prior to the development of the atomic bomb, the scientific commu- 
nity believed with few exceptions that its work was beneficial to human- 
ity. “Earlier uses of science for the development of new and deadlier 
weapons had, upon occasion, brought forth critical comments by individ- 
ual scientists; here and there, uncommonly reflective scientists had raised 
some doubts about the generalized philosophy of progress shared by most 
of the scientific community, but it was only in the aftermath of Hiroshima 
that large numbers of scientists were moved to reflect in sustained ways 
on the moral issues raised by their own activities,” notes historian Lewis 
Coser.”° 

Even before the bombing of Japan, a group of atomic scientists had 
tried unsuccessfully to persuade the U.S. government against its use. In its 
aftermath, they began to publish the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, which 
campaigned for civilian control of atomic energy. Some of its members 
called for scientists to abstain from military work altogether. In the 1950s, 
however, the Red Scare and McCarthyism were brought to bear against sci- 
entists who raised these sorts of questions. “Furthermore, as more and 
more scientific research began to be sponsored by the government, many 
scientists considered it ‘dangerous to take stands on public issues,” Coser 
notes. By 1961, some 80 percent of all U.S. funds for research and devel- 
opment were being provided directly or indirectly by the military or by 
two U.S. agencies with strong military connections, the Atomic Energy 
Commission and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.” 

The terrifying potential of the new weaponry became a pretext for per- 
manently institutionalizing the policy of secrecy and “need-to-know’ clas- 
sification of scientific information that had begun with the Manhattan 
Project. In 1947, the Atomic Energy Commission expanded its policy of 
secrecy beyond matters of direct military significance by imposing secrecy 
in regard to public relations or “embarrassment” issues as well as issues of 
legal liability. When a deputy medical director at the Manhattan Project 


208 TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS! 


tried to declassify reports describing World War II experiments that in- 
volved injecting plutonium into human beings, AEC officials turned down 
the request, noting that “the coldly scientific manner in which the results 
are tabulated and discussed would have a very poor effect on the public.” 

Alvin Weinberg, director of the Oak Ridge National Laboratory from 
1955 to 1973, bluntly laid out the assumptions of atomic-age science. In 
order to avert catastrophe, he argued, society needed “a military priesthood 
which guards against inadvertent use of nuclear weapons, which maintains 
what a priori seems to be a precarious balance between readiness to go to 
war and vigilance against human errors that would precipitate war.””? He 
did not mean the word “priesthood” lightly or loosely. “No government has 
lasted continuously for 1,000 years: only the Catholic Church has survived 
more or less continuously for 2,000 years or so,” he said. “Our commit- 
ment to nuclear energy is assumed to last in perpetuity—can we think of 
a national entity that possesses the resiliency to remain alive for even a sin- 
gle half-life of plutonium-239? A permanent cadre of experts that will re- 
tain its continuity over immensely long times hardly seems feasible if the 
cadre is a national body. . . . The Catholic Church is the best example of 
what I have in mind: a central authority that proclaims and to a degree en- 
forces doctrine, maintains its own long-term social stability, and has con- 
nections to every country’s own Catholic Church.”*° 

The idea of a “central authority” that “proclaims and enforces doc- 
trine” runs contrary, of course, to the spirit of intellectual freedom and sci- 
entific inquiry that led Galileo to defy the Catholic Church in his defense 
of Copernican astronomy. Weinberg’s comments show how much the 
practice and philosophy of science had changed under the pressures of 
government bureaucracy and military secrecy. Instead of a process for 
asking questions, it had become a dogma, a set of answers imposed by 
what was becoming a de facto state religion. 


Nuts About Nukes 


Just as Edward Bernays had used the theories of Sigmund Freud to de- 
velop a theory of public relations based on the belief that the public was 
irrational and pliable, the Atomic Energy Commission also turned to men- 
tal health experts in an effort to consign the public to the psychiatric 
couch. In 1948, AEC commissioner Sumner T. Pike appealed to the 
American Psychiatric Association to “cool off anyone who seems hysteri- 
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cal about atomic energy.”*! In 1957, the World Health Organization con- 
vened a Study Group on Mental Health Aspects of the Peaceful Uses of 
Atomic Energy, in the hope that “the behavioural sciences can make a 
valuable and concrete contribution to the adaptation of mankind to the ad- 
vent of atomic power” by using expert knowledge of “personality dynam- 
ics” to build “positive morale.”*? The study group, composed of 
psychiatrists, professors, and representatives of the AEC and the Euro- 
pean nuclear industry, began from the premise that the public’s “irrational 
fears, irrational hopes, or irrational tendencies” were an “abnormal emo- 
tional response to atomic energy” which was “quite unjustified. . . . Even 
if all the objective evidence were interpreted in the most pessimistic way 
possible, the weight of evidence would not justify anxiety in the present, 
and only vaguely and remotely in the future. Yet anxiety exists and persists 
to a quite extraordinary degree. This can only be accounted for by looking 
into the psychological nature of man himself.” 

What was it about our human nature that made us so irrational about 
nuclear power? The study group concluded that its very power made 
adults “regress to more infantile forms of behavior,” so that they acted 
like “the very young child first experiencing the world.” The split atom, 
they said, somehow evoked primal fears related to such “everyday child- 
hood situations . . . as feeding and excretion.” Thus, “of all the fears ris- 
ing from radiation, whether it be from atomic bomb fall-out or from 
nuclear plant mishap, it is the danger to food which is generally the most 
disquieting.” The same principle also applied to nuclear waste: “As with 
feeding, so with excretion. Public concern with atomic waste disposal is 
quite out of proportion to its importance, from which there must be a 
strong inference that some of the fear of ‘fall-out’ derives from a symbolic 
association between atomic waste and body waste.” 

“This explanation is the most ludicrous kind of dime-store Freudian- 
ism; it trivializes people’s concern about fallout and nuclear war,” observe 
Hilgartner et al. “But the study group was deadly serious about the rich- 
ness of insight which this crude, narrow-minded analysis provided.” In- 
deed, after an accidental radiation release at the Windscale nuclear reactor 
in England, the government was forced to confiscate and dump milk con- 
taminated with radioiodine. A psychiatrist on the study group explained 
the negative newspaper headlines that accompanied the dumping by com- 
menting, “Obviously all the editors were breast fed.” It was, to him, a per- 


fect example of “regression.”*° 
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These analyses share a retreat from the empiricist notion that experts 
should begin first with evidence and reason from it to their conclusions. 
For the experts in charge of nuclear planning, the political goals came 
first, the evidence second. Anyone who thought otherwise could simply be 
diagnosed as neurotic. 


From Military Secrets to Trade Secrets 


“The expansion of university research in the 1950s was largely the result 
of support from the military,” wrote Dorothy Nelkin in her 1984 book Sci- 
ence as Intellectual Property. “In the context of the times, most university 
scientists supported collaboration with military objectives, a collaboration 
they deemed crucial to the development of the nation’s scientific abilities. 
However, even during this period, university-military relations were a 
source of nagging concern. Doubts turned to disenchantment during the 
Vietnam War.”?’ 

At the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Professor George Rath- 
jens observed that “a very large fraction” of the school’s students were 
destined to find careers dependent on the military: 


They don’t know, when they enter as freshmen, what they will be 
doing when they graduate, of course. But, on a probabilistic basis, it 
is reasonable for them to assume they are very likely to be working 
in defense programs. And they surely can’t foresee how that work will 
affect mankind's welfare, when they can't possibly predict whether 
they will be working on a particular kind of bomber, against whom 
it might be used, or whether in an unjust or a just war. But, they have 
to make decisions about whether or not they want to get into a par- 
ticular profession when they are about 18 years old, and for many, 
those decisions will be virtually irrevocable. It is hard to get out. | 
have talked to many people, scientists and engineers, who were 
working around Route 128, the high technology community around 
Boston, who were desperate during the Vietnamese War to get out 
of the defense business. They had no options. They really had 
nowhere else to go. They could go out and sell vacuum cleaners, per- 
haps, but if they wanted to use the skills that they spent a lifetime 
acquiring, they didn’t have much choice. | have a friend, who was 
one of the principal weapon designers at Los Alamos for many years. 
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At age 50 or so, he decided he really didn’t want to make bombs any- 
more. He had had enough. What does a person like that do? There 
just aren't very many options for a man like that, at that age.*® 


By the 1960s, military programs had come to employ nearly a third of 
the scientists and engineers in the United States. The militarization of sci- 
ence had become, and remains, a central organizing condition of U.S. 
government—funded science research. Even in 1998, nearly a decade after 
the end of the Cold War, military research and development represented 
53 percent of the U.S. federal R & D budget. 

Even outside the scope of military programs, a top-down, command- 
driven rhetoric of science has seeped into many aspects of national life. 
Billion-dollar foundations and massive government research contracts be- 
came commonplace. University professors mastered the intricate rules of 
grantsmanship and learned to walk the narrow path between consultation 
and conflict of interest. As federal tax policies underwrote and shaped pri- 
vate giving, the distinction between public and private grants began to 
blur. Lyndon Johnson brought the concept of policy-oriented social sci- 
ence to new levels in the pursuit of two wars—the Vietnam War and the 
War on Poverty. Presidential chronicler Theodore White described the 
Johnson years as the “Golden age of the action intellectual,” as experts 
were brought in “to shape our defenses, guide our foreign policy, redesign 
our cities, eliminate poverty, reorganize our schools.”*’ A few years later, 
President Nixon would invoke the military metaphor again when he de- 
clared “war on cancer” in his 1971 State of the Union speech. Each of 
these wars came with their concomitant experts, whose job was to reas- 
sure the public with confident promises that inevitable victory was near 
at hand, that there was “light at the end of the tunnel.” 

The last quarter of the twentieth century saw the commercialization 
of big science, as the rise of the so-called “knowledge-based” industries— 
computers, telecommunications, and biotechnology—prompted a wide 
variety of corporate research initiatives. In 1970, federal government fund- 
ing for research and development totaled $14.9 billion, compared to $10.4 
billion from industry. By 1997, government expenditures were $62.7 bil- 
lion, compared to $133.3 billion from industry.’ After adjusting for infla- 
tion, government spending had barely risen, while business spending more 
than tripled.® Much of this increase, moreover, took place through cor- 
porate partnerships with universities and other academic institutions, 
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blurring the traditional line between private and public research’In 1980, 
industrial funding made up only 3.8 percent of the total research budget 
for U.S. universities. “Seldom controversial, it provided contacts and fi- 
nancial benefits usually only to individual faculty members, and on the 
whole it did not divert them from university responsibilities,’ Nelkin 
noted. However, declining public funding in many areas of research “left 
many faculty and university administrators receptive to, indeed, eager for 
industrial support, and inevitably less critical of the implications for the 
ownership and control of research.” 

First reluctantly and then eagerly, universities began to collaborate 
with industry in fields such as biotechnology, agriculture, chemistry, min- 
ing, energy, and computer science. “It is now accepted practice for scien- 
tists and institutions to profit directly from the results of academic 
research through various types of commercial ventures,’ Nelkin observed 
in her 1984 book,*! and what was a noteworthy trend back then has since 
become a defining characteristic of university research. Between 1981 
and 1995, the proportion of U.S. industry—produced articles that were 
coauthored with at least one academic researcher roughly doubled, from 
21.6 percent to 40.8 percent. The increase was even more dramatic in the 
field of biomedical research, where the number of coauthored articles 
quadrupled.*? According to the Association of American Medical Col- 
leges, corporate sponsorship of university medical research has grown 
from about 5 percent in the early 1980s to as much as 25 percent in some 
places today.” 

In 1999, the Department of Plant and Microbial Biology at the Uni- 
versity of California—Berkeley signed an unprecedented five-year, $25 mil- 
lion agreement with the Novartis biotech firm of Switzerland. In exchange 
for the funding, the university promised that Novartis would have first bid 
on a third of the research discoveries developed by the department. “The 
Berkeley agreement has inspired other major American research univer- 
sities to seek similar agreements with industry,” noted the National Cen- 
ter for Public Policy and Higher Education.” But although the deal was 
popular with the department that received the money, it drew a different 
reaction from many of the professors in other departments. A survey con- 
ducted by the chairman of the university's College of Natural Resources 
showed that two-thirds of the faculty in that college disagreed with the 
terms of the contract. 
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“We fear that in our public university, a professor's ability to attract 
private investment will be more important than academic qualifications, 
taking away the incentives for scientists to be socially responsible,” stated 
professors Miguel Altieri and Andrew Paul Gutierrez in a letter to the uni- 
versity’s alumni magazine. Altieri’s academic career has been devoted to 
the study of “biological control’—the discipline of controlling agricultural 
pests through means other than pesticides. He noted bitterly that while 
money from Novartis was pouring in, university funding for biological 
control research had been eliminated. “For more than 40 years we trained 
leaders in the world about biological control . . . A whole theory was es- 
tablished here, because pesticides cause major environmental problems,” 
Altieri said.*? Another researcher, UC—Berkeley anthropologist Laura 
Nader, said the Novartis contract “sent a chill especially over younger, 
untenured faculty. Word gets around early . . . over the proper relationship 
between researchers and industry in a university setting. A siege mental- 
ity sets in, reminiscent of the McCarthy period and the so-called Red 
Scare, except then it was government which could be called to account 
and was, and now this is as yet unaccountable large companies.”*° 

Just as military funding for research carried with it a set of obligations 
that had nothing to do with the pursuit of knowledge, corporate funding 
has transformed scientific and engineering knowledge into commodities 
in the new “information economy,” giving rise to an elaborate web of inter- 
locking directorates between corporate and academic boardrooms. By the 
end of the 1990s, the ivory tower of academia had become “Enterprise U,” 
as schools sought to cash in with licensing and merchandising of school 
logos and an endless variety of university—industry partnerships and “tech- 
nology transfers,” from business-funded research parks to fee-for-service 
work such as drug trials carried out on university campuses. Professors, 
particularly in high-tech fields, were not only allowed but encouraged to 
moonlight as entrepreneurs in start-up businesses that attempted to con- 
vert their laboratory discoveries into commercial products. Just as science 
had earlier become a handmaiden to the military, now it was becoming a 
servant of Wall Street. 

“We're adopting a business instead of an economic model,” said 
chemist Brian M. Tissue of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State Uni- 
versity. “The rationale is collaborations are good because they bring in 
money. People say we can have better facilities and more students, and it’s 
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a win-win situation, but it’s not. There can be benefits, but you're not 
training students anymore; you're bringing them in to work a contract. The 
emphasis shifts from what's good for the student to the bottom line.’?” 

“More and more we see the career trajectories of scholars, especially 
of scientists, rise and fall not in relation to their intellectually-judged peer 
standing, but rather in relation to their skill at selling themselves to those, 
especially in the biomedical field, who have large sums of money to spend 
on a well-marketed promise of commercial viability,” observed Martin 
Michaelson, an attorney who has represented Harvard University and a va- 
riety of other leading institutions of higher education. “It is a kind of gold 
rush,’ Michaelson said at a 1999 symposium sponsored by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science. “More and more we see in- 
centives to hoard, not disseminate, new knowledge; to suppress, not pub- 
lish, research results; to titillate prospective buyers, rather than to make 
full disclosure to academic colleagues. And we see today, more than ever 
before, new science first—generally, very carefully, and thinly—described 
in the fine print of initial public offerings and SEC filings, rather than in 
the traditional, fuller loci of academic communication.”*8 

Industry—academic entanglements can take many forms, some of 
which are not directly related to funding for specific research. Increasingly, 
scientists are being asked to sit on the boards of directors of for-profit com- 
panies, a service that requires relatively little time but can pay very well— 
often in excess of $50,000 per year. Other private-sector perks may 
include gifts to researchers of lab equipment or cash, or generous payment 
for speeches, travel, and consulting. 

Corporate funding creates a culture of secrecy that can be as chilling 
to free academic inquiry as funding from the military. Instead of govern- 
ment censorship, we hear the language of commerce: nondisclosure agree- 
ments, patent rights, intellectual property rights, intellectual capital. 
Businesses frequently require scientists to keep “proprietary information” 
under wraps so that competitors can’t horn in on their trade secrets. “If we 
could not maintain secrecy, research would be of little value,” argued the 
late Arthur Bueche, vice president for research at General Electric. “Re- 
search properly leads to patents that protect ideas, but were it not for se- 
crecy, it would be difficult to create a favorable patent position.”*? 

In 1994 and 1995, researchers led by David Blumenthal at the Mas- 
sachusetts General Hospital surveyed more than 3,000 académic re- 
searchers involved in the life sciences and found that 64 percent of their 
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respondents reported having some sort of financial relationship with in- 
dustry. They also found that scientists with industry relationships were 
more likely to delay or withhold publication of their data. Their study, 
published by the Journal of the American Medical Association, found that 
during the three years prior to the survey, 20 percent of researchers re- 
ported delaying publication of their research results for more than six 
months. The reasons cited for delaying publication included the desire to 
patent applications from their discovery and a desire by some researchers 
to “slow the dissemination of undesired results.” The practice of with- 
holding publication or refusing to share data with other scientists was 
particularly common among biotechnology researchers.”° 

“It used to be that if you published you could ask about results, 
reagents—now you have these confidentiality agreements,” said Nobel 
Prize—winning biochemist Paul Berg, a professor of biochemistry at Stan- 
ford University. “Sometimes if you accept a grant from a company, you 
have to include a proviso that you won't distribute anything except with its 
okay. It has a negative impact on science.” 

In 1996, Steven Rosenberg, chief of surgery at the U.S. National 
Cancer Institute, observed that secrecy in research “is underappreciated, 
and it’s holding back medical cancer research—it’s holding back my re- 
search.” 


First, Do No Harmful Publicity 


The problem of secrecy in science is particularly troubling when it involves 
conflicts of interest between a company’s marketing objectives and the 
public's right to know. When research results are not to a sponsor's liking, 
the company may use heavy-handed tactics to suppress them—even if 
doing so comes at the expense of public health and the common good. 
One such case came to light in 1997 regarding the work of Betty 
Dong, a researcher at the University of California. In the late 1980s, the 
Boots Pharmaceutical company took an interest in Dong’s work after she 
published a limited study which suggested that Synthroid, a thyroid med- 
ication manufactured by Boots, was superior to drugs produced by the 
company’s competitors. Boots offered $250,000 to finance a large-scale 
study that would confirm these preliminary findings. To the company’s dis- 
may, however, the larger study, which Dong completed in 1990, contra- 
dicted her earlier findings and showed that Synthroid was no more 
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effective than the cheaper drugs made by Boots’s competitors. What fol- 
lowed was a seven-year battle to discredit Dong and prevent publication 
of her work. The contract Dong and her university had signed with the 
company gave it exclusive access to the prepublished results of the study 
as well as final approval over whether it would ever be published. The 
study sat on the shelf for five years while Boots waged a campaign to dis- 
credit Dong and the study, bombarding the chancellor and other univer- 
sity officials with allegations of unethical conduct and quibbles over the 
study's method, even though the company itself had previously approved 
the method. In 1994, Dong submitted a paper based on her work to the 
Journal of the American Medical Association. It was accepted for publica- 
tion and already set in type when the company invoked its veto right, forc- 
ing her to withdraw it.*! 

In 1995, Boots was purchased by Knoll Pharmaceutical, which con- 
tinued to suppress Dong’s conclusions. While she remained unable to 
publish her own results, Knoll published a reinterpretation of her data 
under the authorship of Gilbert Mayor, a doctor employed by the com- 
pany. Mayor published his reanalysis of Dong’s data without acknowledg- 
ing her or her research associates, a practice that the Journal of the 
American Medical Association would later characterize as publishing “re- 
sults hijacked from those who did the work.”** After further legal battles 
and an exposé of Knoll’s heavy-handed tactics in the Wall Street Journal, 
Dong was finally allowed to publish her own version of the study in JAMA 
in 1997—nearly seven years after its completion. During those seven 
years, Boots/Knoll had used Synthroid’s claims of superiority to dominate 
the $600-million-per-year synthetic thyroid market. The publication of 
her work in JAMA prompted a class-action lawsuit on the part of Synthroid 
users who had been effectively duped into paying an estimated $365 mil- 
lion per year more than they needed for their medication. Knoll settled the 
lawsuit out of court for $98 million—a fraction of the extra profits it had 
made during the years it spent suppressing Dong’s study.” 

Another attempt to suppress research occurred in 1995, when liver 
specialist Nancy Olivieri at the University of Toronto wanted to warn pa- 
tients about the toxic side effects of a drug she was testing. The Canadian 
drug giant Apotex, which was sponsoring the study in hopes of marketing 
the drug, told her to keep quiet, citing a nondisclosure agreement that she 
had signed. When Olivieri alerted her patients anyway and published her 
concerns in the New England Journal of Medicine, Apotex threatened her 
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with legal action and she was fired from her hospital, a recipient of hun- 
dreds of thousands of dollars each year in research funding from Apotex. 

In 1997, David Kern, an occupational health expert at Brown Uni- 
versity, discovered eight cases of a new, deadly lung disease among work- 
ers at a Microfibres, Inc., a manufacturer of finely cut nylon flock based 
in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. Microfibres tried to suppress Kern’s finding, 
citing a confidentiality agreement that he had signed at the time of an ed- 
ucational visit to the company more than a year before the start of his re- 
search. When Kern spoke out anyway, administrators at the hospital and 
university where he worked (a recipient of charitable contributions from 
Microfibres) insisted that he withdraw a previously submitted scientific 
communiqué about the disease outbreak and that he cease providing med- 
ical care to his patients who worked at the company. Kern’s program—the 
state’s only occupational health center—was subsequently closed, and 
his job was eliminated.** Even more disturbing was the response of many 
of his research colleagues. “There were courageous folks who stood up for 
me, but most looked the other way,” he said. “I’m mightily discouraged by 
the failure of the community to do more.”” 

In 1999, JAMA editor Drummond Rennie complained that the influ- 
ence of private funding on medical research has created “a race to the eth- 
ical bottom.” Known cases of suppression may be only the tip of the iceberg. 
“The behavior of universities and scientists is sad, shocking, and frighten- 
ing,” Rennie said. “They are seduced by industry funding, and frightened 
that if they don’t go along with these gag orders, the money will go to less 
rigorous institutions. ’”° 

Beyond the problem of outright fraud and suppression, moreover, 
there is a larger and more pervasive problem: the systemwide bias that in- 
dustry funding creates among researchers in commercially profitable 
fields. “Virtually every academic in biotechnology is involved in exploiting 
it commercially,” says Orville Chapman of the University of California at 
Los Angeles. “We've lost our credentials as unbiased on such subjects as 
cloning or the modification of living things, and we seem singularly re- 
luctant to think it through.”?’ 


Predetermined Outcomes 


A host of techniques exist for manipulating research protocols to produce 
studies whose conclusions fit their sponsor's predetermined interests. 
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These techniques include adjusting the time of a study (so that toxic ef- 
fects do not have time to emerge), subtle manipulations of target and con- 
trol groups or dosage levels, and subjective interpretations of complex 
data. Often such methods stop short of outright fraud, but lead to pre- 
dictable results. “Usually associations that sponsor research have a fairly 
good idea what the outcome will be, or they won't fund it,” says Joseph 
Hotchkiss of Cornell University. In Tainted Truth: The Manipulation of 
Fact in America, author Cynthia Crossen noted the striking correspon- 
dence between the results obtained through published research and the 
financial interests of its sponsors: 


The consistency of research support for the sponsor’s desired out- 
come intrigued Richard Davidson, a general internist and associate 
professor of medicine at the University of Florida. “It struck me that 
every time I read an article about a drug company study, it never 
found the company’s drug inferior to what it was being compared to,” 
Davidson says. He decided to test that impression by reviewing 107 
published studies comparing a new drug against a traditional ther- 
apy. Davidson confirmed what he had suspected—studies of new 
drugs sponsored by drug companies were more likely to favor those 
drugs than studies supported by noncommercial entities. In not a 
single case was a drug or treatment manufactured by the sponsoring 
company found inferior to another company’s product.”® 


When other researchers have examined the link between funding 
sources and research outcomes, they have reached conclusions similar to 
Davidson's: 


e In 1994, researchers in Boston studied the relationship between 
funding and reported drug performance in published trials of anti- 
inflammatory drugs used in the treatment of arthritis. They reviewed 
56 drug trials and found that in every single case, the manufacturer- 
associated drug was reported as being equal or superior in efficacy 
and toxicity to the comparison drug. “These claims of superiority, es- 
pecially in regard to side effects, are often not supported by the trial 
data,” they added. “These data raise concerns about selective pub- 
lication or biased interpretation of results in manufacturer- 


associated trials.”*? 
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e In 1996, researchers Mildred K. Cho and Lisa A. Bero compared 
studies of new drug therapies and found that 98 percent of the stud- 
ies funded by a drug’s maker reached favorable conclusions about its 
safety and efficacy, compared to 76 percent of studies funded by in- 
dependent sources.” 


e In 1998, the New England Journal of Medicine published a study 
that examined the relationship between drug-industry funding and 
research conclusions about calcium-channel blockers, a class of 
drugs used to treat high blood pressure. There are safety concerns 
about the use of calcium-channel blockers because of research 
showing that they present a higher risk of heart attacks than other 
older and cheaper forms of blood pressure medication such as di- 
uretics and beta-blockers. The NEJM study examined 70 articles on 
channel blockers and classified them into three categories: favor- 
able, neutral, and critical. It found that 96 percent of the authors of 
favorable articles had financial ties to manufacturers of calcium- 
channel blockers, compared with 60 percent of the neutral authors 
and 37 percent of the critical authors. Only two of the 70 articles 
disclosed the authors’ corporate ties.°! 


e In October 1999, researchers at Northwestern University in 
Chicago studied the relationship between funding sources and con- 
clusions reached by studies of new cancer drugs and found that 
studies sponsored by drug companies were nearly eight times less 
likely to report unfavorable conclusions than studies paid for by 
nonprofit organizations.® 


Drug research is not the only field in which this pattern of funding- 
related bias can be detected. In 1996, journalists Dan Fagin and Marianne 
Lavelle reviewed recent studies published in major scientific journals re- 
garding the safety of four chemicals: the herbicides alachlor and atrazine, 
formaldehyde, and perchloroethylene, the carcinogenic solvent used for 
dry-cleaning clothes. When non-industry scientists did the studies, 60 
percent returned results unfavorable to the chemicals involved, whereas 
industry-funded scientists came back with favorable results 74 percent of 
the time. Fagin and Lavelle observed a particularly strong biasing influ- 
ence with respect to agribusiness financing for research related to farm 
weed control. “Weed scientists—a close-knit fraternity of researchers in 
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industry, academia, and government—like to call themselves ‘nozzleheads’ 
or ‘spray and pray guys, ” they stated. “As the nicknames suggest, their 
focus is usually much narrower than weeds. As many of its leading prac- 
titioners admit, weed science almost always means herbicide science, and 
herbicide science almost always means herbicide-justification science. 
Using their clout as the most important source of research dollars, chem- 
ical companies have skillfully wielded weed scientists to ward off the 
EPA, organic farmers, and others who want to wean American farmers 
away from their dependence on atrazine, alachlor, and other chemical 
weedkillers.”°? 

Sometimes industry-funded studies become so self-promotional that 
they seem almost like parodies. In May 1998, the prestigious Kinsey In- 
stitute for Research in Sex, Gender and Reproduction teamed with the 
psychology department of Indiana University to study the effect of odor on 
women’s sexual arousal. “This is a complex area,” explained research leader 
Cynthia Graham in describing her study, which was sponsored by the Ol- 
factory Research Fund, an organization financed by the perfume and 
cologne industry. Described by the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel as a “rig- 
orous experiment,” the study asked 33 women to view an erotic movie or 
engage in sexual fantasy, while researchers measured physical changes to 
their genitals. To test the effect of fragrance on arousal, the experimenters 
had the women wear a necklace scented with either women’s perfume, 
men’s cologne, or water. “The strongest, scientifically significant finding 
from the study was that male cologne markedly increased sexual arousal 
among women in the two days after the end of a woman's menstrual pe- 
riod,” the Journal Sentinel reported. 

The public today is bombarded with scientific information regarding 
the safety and efficacy of everything from drugs to seat belts to children’s 
toys. Eating garlic bread brings families closer together, says research 
sponsored by Pepperidge Farms bakeries, which makes frozen garlic bread. 
Eating oat bran lowers cholesterol, according to research sponsored by 
Quaker Oats. Eating chocolate may prevent cavities, says the Princeton 
Dental Resource Center, which is financed by the M&M/Mars candy 
company and is not a part of Princeton University. A daily glass of red wine 
reduces your risk of heart disease, say the doctors hired by the liquor in- 
dustry. Chromium picolinate taken as a dietary supplement will help you 
burn off fat, says the dietary supplement industry. Zinc lozenges might 
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shorten the duration of the common cold, reports a researcher who hap- 
pens to hold 9,000 shares of stock in a zinc lozenge company. 

Much of this information is confusing and contradictory. Sometimes 
the contradictions reflect genuine disagreements, but often they simply 
mirror the opposing interests of different companies and industries. Wear- 
ing sunscreen at the beach is important to avoid skin cancer, say doctors 
affiliated with Partners for Sun Protection, an organization sponsored by 
Schering-Plough, the pharmaceutical company that makes Coppertone 
sun lotion. On the other hand, studies sponsored by the International 
Smart Tan Network, a trade group representing tanning salons, claim that 
“regular tanning sessions could prevent as many as 30,000 cancer deaths 
every year in the United States.” According to the ISTN, “legitimate re- 
search” shows that “giant pharmaceutical firms” and “dermatology indus- 
try lobbyists” have fomented unwarranted “paranoia” about tanning-related 
skin cancers. 

When covering these topics, journalists have a responsibility to do 
more than present a source simply as “a scientist from such-and-such 
university." The public needs to know the context with which to weigh the 
information it receives. Does the scientist or other expert receive any 
funding from companies with a stake in the topic? Are there other con- 
flicts of interest? Is there a pattern to the expert’s past pronouncements 
or affiliations that suggests a particular ideological bent? Do the expert's 
opinions match or contradict the opinions of the majority of other ex- 
perts on the subject at hand? These questions deserve to be answered, but 
are rarely even asked. 


The Junkyard Dogs 


Unfortunately, and increasingly today, one 
can find examples of junk science that 
compromise the integrity of the field of 
science and, at the same time, create a scare 
environment where unnecessary regulations 
on industry in general, and on the consumer 
products industry in particular, are rammed 
through without respect to rhyme, reason, 
effect or cause. 


—Michael A. Miles, former CEO of 
the Philip Morris tobacco company! 


G iven the prominent role that science plays in modern soci- 
ety, it is hardly surprising that debates should arise over its 
conclusions and methods. Some of the worst atrocities of the past century 
have been perpetrated in the name of science, including experiments with 
“scientific socialism,” the racist science of eugenics, and the polluting 
depredations of modern industry. Major corporations and petty hustlers 
alike use the mantle of science to market all kinds of potions and reme- 
dies, many of which have no demonstrable efficacy and some of which are 
harmful. The history of psychiatry and the other social sciences is also rid- 
dled with scientific-sounding explanations for human behavior, on the 
basis of which innocent people have been sterilized, lobotomized, drugged 
against their will, or imprisoned. 

The concept of “junk science,” however, is a particular term coined by 
corporate attorneys, lobbyists, PR firms, and industry-funded think tanks. 
It has very little to do with the quality of the research in question. In the 
hotly contested terrain of regulatory and liability law, “junk science” is the 
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term that corporate defenders apply to any research, no matter how rig- 
orous, that justifies regulations to protect the environment and public 
health. The opposing term, “sound science,” is used in reference to any re- 
search, no matter how flawed, that can be used to challenge, defeat, or re- 
verse environmental and public health protections. 

“Junk science” first emerged in the courtroom as a disparaging term 
for the paid expert witnesses that attorneys hire to testify on behalf of their 
clients. In many cases, of course, an expert witness is unnecessary. If one 
person shoots another in front of witnesses, you don’t need a rocket sci- 
entist to know who is responsible. During the twentieth century, however, 
courts expanded the system of tort law under which personal-injury law- 
suits are filed in order to cover cases in which proof of causation is some- 
what more complicated. Many of these cases require a scientist’s 
testimony particularly when the injury in question comes from environ- 
mental or toxic causes—for example, cancer in army veterans subjected 
to radiation from atomic bomb tests; asbestos-related mesothelioma: 
Reyes Syndrome caused by taking aspirin; or the link between swine flu 
vaccinations and Guillain-Barré Syndrome. By expanding the system of 
tort law, courts made it possible for people injured through these sorts of 
causes to collect damages from the companies responsible. Of course, the 
fact that these cases could have their day in court does not mean that the 
plaintiffs are guaranteed victory. In one of the “toxic tort” cases that has 
been frequently cited as an example of junk science in action, Merrell 
Dow pharmaceuticals successfully defended itself in court against 1,200 
plaintiffs who charged that its morning-sickness drug, Bendectin, caused 
birth defects. 

The idea that junk science was running amok in the courtroom re- 
ceived wide attention in the late 1980s with the publication of Galileo's 
Revenge: Junk Science in the Courtroom. Authored by engineer and attor- 
ney Peter Huber, Galileos Revenge argued that money-grubbing lawyers 
are using spurious science to collect huge, undeserved injury settlements 
from innocent companies. The title of Huber’s book reflects his con- 
tention that corporations today have become victims of Galileo’s mythic 
status as a symbol of scientific integrity. Galileo may have been right, 
Huber said, when he stood alone against the repressive force of estab- 
lished convention, but scientists today who propose similarly heretical 
theories are mostly opportunists whose opinions merely contaminate the 
legal system by enabling frivolous lawsuits to proceed. “Maverick scien- 
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tists shunned by their reputable colleagues have been embraced by 
lawyers,’ Huber wrote. “Almost any self-styled scientist, no matter how 
strange or iconoclastic his views, will be welcome to testify in court. . . . 
Junk science is impelled through our courts by a mix of opportunity and 
incentive. ‘Let-it-all-in’ legal theory creates the opportunity. The incentive 
is money.”? 

Junk scientists, Huber said, can be recognized because they “do not 
use regular channels of communication, such as journals, for reporting sci- 
entific information, but rely instead on the mass media and word of 
mouth.”? Yet Huber’s own book and his opinions about junk science 
reached the public through a massive publicity blitz, beginning with a 
1986 forum on “the liability crisis” sponsored by the Manhattan Institute 
for Public Policy Research, where Huber holds the title of senior fellow. 
“Reporters from all the national papers and magazines were there and the 
event generated numerous news articles,” stated the institute’s internal re- 
port on the campaign. The forum then became the basis for a 24-page 
Manhattan Report that “was mailed to 25,000 carefully selected people in 
government, academia, business, media and the law. . . . We held two 
workshops, one in Washington, DC in June and one in New York in Au- 
gust. The first included thirty corporate government affairs officers while 
the second, a full-day seminar, brought together fifteen academic schol- 
ars from throughout the country. . . . With assistance from a number of our 
friends, we compiled a mailing list of over 400 journalists who have writ- 
ten about the liability crisis. . . . Our project director, Walter Olson, pub- 
lished numerous ‘op eds’ on the subject, including a major piece in the 
Wall Street Journal.”* 

Huber’s own scholarship, moreover, is open to the same charges of 
“data dredging, wishful thinking, truculent dogmatism, and, now and 
again, outright fraud” that he attributes to junk science. In the American 
University Law Review, Kenneth Chesebro has pointed to numerous fac- 
tual distortions in the legal case studies that Huber cites. Huber is also the 
source for a widely cited statistic which claims that liability lawsuits cost 
the American economy $300 billion per year. When University of Wis- 
consin law professor Marc Galanter examined that claim, however, he 
discovered that its sole basis in fact was a “single sentence spoken by cor- 
porate executive Robert Malott in a 1986 roundtable discussion of corpo- 
rate liability.” Malott had estimated that liability lawsuits cost corporations 
$80 billion per year—a number that Galanter notes is “far higher than the 
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estimates in careful and systematic studies of these costs. Huber then 
multiplied Malott’s surmise by 3.5, rounded it up to $300 billion, and 
called that the ‘indirect cost’ of the tort system.” 

A court of law is not a laboratory, and good science does not prevail 
there any more often than justice itself does. Bad verdicts, like bad sci- 
ence, have been with us for a long time. For Huber, however, only certain 
offenses seemed to deserve the label “junk science.” Although he made a 
few offhand references to smoking as “our most routine form of suicide,” 
his anecdotal examples of junk science in action never mentioned the to- 
bacco industry's hired use of scientific guns to defend itself in court. “Due 
in large part to the scientific testimony,” boasted an R. J. Reynolds exec- 
utive in a 1981 speech, “no plaintiff has ever collected a penny from any 
tobacco company in lawsuits claiming that smoking causes lung cancer or 
cardiovascular illness—even though 117 such cases have been brought 
since 1954.” This boast was still valid when Galileos Revenge hit book- 
store shelves, yet Huber never used the term “junk science” in reference 
to tobacco science—deference which may possibly reflect the fact that 
Huber’s employer, the Manhattan Institute, is a conservative think tank 
that is significantly supported by tobacco money, along with other indus- 
tries that have their own vested interests in limiting lawsuit-related cor- 
porate liability.’ 

By the 1990s, in fact, the tobacco industry itself was using the term 
“junk science” to assail its critics. Its behind-the-scenes sponsorship of or- 
ganizations purporting to defend sound science constitutes one of the 
great underreported stories of the past decade. The Lancet, England's 
leading medical journal, published an account of this story for the first 
time on April 8, 2000. Written by University of California-San Francisco 
researchers Stanton Glantz and Elisa Ong, the Lancet story examined 
never-before-published internal documents from Philip Morris and R. J. 
Reynolds and discovered a covert campaign that was prodigiously expen- 
sive, international in scope, and capable of reaching even into the editor- 
ial offices of the Lancet itself. 

The article by Glantz and Ong focused on the tobacco industry's ac- 
tivities in Europe, but that is only part of the tale. In the United States as 
well, the tobacco industry has successfully manipulated the rhetoric of 
“junk science.” Even former U.S. Surgeon General C. Everett Koop, one 
of tobacco’s most outspoken critics, has been unwittingly drafted into the 
campaign, his words twisted to make him sound like an industry ally. 
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Alar Mists 


The concept of “junk science” broadened to arenas outside the courtroom 
in 1989 when pro-industry groups used the term to attack what has come 
to be known as “the great Alar scare.” Alar was a chemical, first marketed 
in 1968, that apple growers sprayed on trees to make their apples ripen 
longer before falling off. In use, however, Alar breaks down to a by-product 
called “unsymmetrical dimethyl hydrazine,” or UDMH. The first study 
showing that UDMH can cause cancer was published in 1973. Further 
studies published in 1977 and 1978 confirmed that Alar and UDMH 
caused tumors in laboratory animals. The U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency opened an investigation of Alar’s hazards in 1980, but shelved the 
investigation after a closed meeting with Alar’s manufacturer, the Uniroyal 
Chemical Company. In 1984, the EPA reopened its investigation, con- 
cluding in 1985 that both Alar and UDMH were “probable human car- 
cinogens.” Under pressure from the manufacturer, however, the EPA 
allowed Alar to stay on the market. Its use continued, even after tests by 
the National Food Processors Association and Gerber Baby Foods re- 
peatedly detected Alar in samples of applesauce and apple juice, includ- 
ing formulations for infants. 

By 1989, the states of Massachusetts and New York had banned the 
chemical, and the American Academy of Pediatrics was urging a similar 
ban at the federal level. “Risk estimates based on the best available infor- 
mation at this time raise serious concern about the safety of continued, 
long-term exposure,” stated an EPA letter to apple growers which esti- 
mated that 50 out of every million adults who ate apples on a regular 
basis would get cancer from long-term exposure to Alar—in other words, 
50 times the human health hazard considered “acceptable” by EPA stan- 
dards. The danger to children, the letter warned, was even greater. Aside 
from these urgings, however, federal agencies failed to take regulatory 
action. 

On February 26, 1989, the public at large heard about Alar’s dangers 
when CBS-TV’s 60 Minutes aired an exposé titled “A is for Apple,” which 
became the opening salvo in a carefully planned publicity campaign de- 
veloped for the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC). The NRDC 
is one of the handful of environmental groups that can afford to hire a pub- 
lic relations company, and it chose the firm of Fenton Communications, 
which developed and helped distribute public service announcements 
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featuring actress Meryl Streep, who warned that Alar had been detected 
in apple juice bottled for children. An NRDC report, issued at the time of 
the 60 Minutes broadcast, stressed that the cumulative risks to children 
were higher than those to adults, because children consume far more 
apple products per pound of body weight. The NRDC report itself focused 
on inconsistencies in government regulatory policies and the need for bet- 
ter policies to protect children. Nowhere did it suggest that eating a sin- 
gle apple or drinking a single glass of juice posed a significant risk. 
Nevertheless, the prominence of 60 Minutes and Streep’s movie-star sta- 
tus helped produce a dramatic public reaction, as some mothers poured 
apple juice down sink drains and school lunchrooms removed apples from 
their menus. 

The apple industry, its back to the wall, hastily abandoned its use of 
Alar, and the market for apples quickly rebounded. Within five years, in 
fact, growers’ profits were 50 percent higher than they had been at the 
time of the 60 Minutes broadcast.* Apple growers in Washington State 
filed a libel lawsuit against CBS, NRDC, and Fenton Communications, 
claiming that the “scare” had cost them $100 million and sent orchards 
into bankruptcy, but their case was eventually dismissed. The judge who 
presided over the lawsuit pointed to failures in the federal government's 
food-safety policies and noted that “governmental methodology fails to 
take into consideration the distinct hazards faced by preschoolers. The 
government is in grievous error when allowable exposures are calculated 
... without regard for the age at which exposure occurs.” Notwithstand- 
ing years of industry efforts to disprove the merits of NRDC’s warning, the 
National Academy of Sciences (NAS) in 1993 confirmed the central mes- 
sage of the Alar case, which is that infants and young children need greater 
protection from pesticides. The NAS called for an overhaul of regulatory 
procedures specifically to protect kids, finding that federal calculations for 
allowable levels of chemicals do not account for increased childhood con- 
sumption of fruit, for children’s lower body weight, or for their heightened 
sensitivity to toxic exposures. “NRDC was absolutely on the right track 
when it excoriated the regulatory agencies for having allowed a toxic ma- 
terial to stay on the market for 25 years,” stated Dr. Philip Landrigan, 
who chaired the NAS study committee. Subsequent reports by the World 
Health Organization’s International Agency for Research on Cancer and 
the National Toxicology Program of the U.S. Public Health Service also 
concurred that Alar is carcinogenic. 
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In and of itself, the Alar saga is only one fairly minor skirmish in a 
decades-long struggle between industry and environmental groups. For in- 
dustry’s defenders, however, the “great Alar scare” has acquired an almost 
mythic status, thanks to a massive and still-continuing industry propa- 
ganda campaign that has successfully transformed Alar into a symbol of 
junk science and journalistic irresponsibility. The counterattack was led by 
Elizabeth Whelan, president of the American Council on Science and 
Health (ACSH), a self-proclaimed defender of sound science whose fund- 
ing comes largely from the chemical, food, and pharmaceutical indus- 
tries. 

“It was the great Alar scare of 1989 that boosted Whelan into the 
media stratosphere,” notes Washington Post media reporter Howard 
Kurtz.!° ACSH and Whelan were fixtures on the anti-environmental scene 
long before the Alar issue emerged, downplaying risks from DDT, dioxin, 
asbestos, and a host of other polluting chemicals, but Whelan’s prominent 
role in the Alar counterpublicity campaign helped make ACSH a common 
source for journalists seeking expert commentary on public health issues. 
“Television producers like Whelan because she’s colorful and succinct,” 
Kurtz says, “skewering her adversaries with such phrases as ‘toxic terror- 
ists’ and referring to their research as ‘voodoo statistics.’ Newspaper re- 
porters often dial her number because she is an easily accessible 
spokesperson for the ‘other’ side of many controversies.”!! 

Between 1990 and 1995, ACSH held at least three press briefings on 
Alar at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C. In its version, Alar 
was a beneficial and safe chemical that had been forced off the market by 
a deliberate scare campaign. Other groups affiliated with the chemical and 
food industries joined in reinforcing this interpretation of the Alar con- 
troversy. The apple industry paid the Hill & Knowlton PR firm more than 
$1 million to produce and distribute advertisements claiming that children 
would have to eat “a boxcar load” of apples daily to be at risk. Hill & 
Knowlton widely circulated a statement by former U.S. Surgeon General 
C. Everett Koop proclaiming that apples were safe and that the scare was 
overblown. Porter/Novelli, a leading agribusiness PR firm, helped an in- 
dustry group called the “Center for Produce Quality” distribute more than 
20,000 “resource kits” to food retailers that scoffed at the scientific data 
presented on 60 Minutes.'? Industry-funded think tanks such as the Cato 
Institute, Heartland Institute, and the Competitive Enterprise Institute 
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hammered home the argument that the “Alar scare” was an irrational 
episode of public hysteria produced by unscrupulous manipulators of 
media sensationalism. 

Since 1989, this revisionist version of the Alar story has been re- 
peated over and over again, distorting events and omitting facts to trans- 
form the story into a morality tale about the dangers of environmental 
fearmongering, government regulatory excess, and media irresponsibility. 
By 1991, an opinion poll by the Center for Produce Quality found that 68 
percent of U.S. consumers believed the Alar crisis was overblown. This 
ACSH view of Alar has been picked up and repeated uncritically by count- 
less pundits and journalists, many of whom are genuinely unaware of its 
ideologically driven distortions. A search of the NEXIS news database for 
the decade following the 60 Minutes broadcast turned up nearly 5,000 ref- 
erences to the Alar affair. All but a handful treated the affair as a case of 
Chicken Little environmentalism, with headlines such as “Enviros Ac- 
cused of Inciting Paranoia,” “The Century of Science Scares,” “Coalition 
Fights Restrictions of Food Police,” “The 60 Minutes Health Hoax,” and 
“Pseudoscientific Hooey the Scare Tactic of Choice Nowadays.” Among 
journalists, the word Alar has become a near-universal shorthand for an ir- 
rational health scare stemming from junk science. 


Tobacco Science Meets Junk Science 


For big tobacco, the industry campaign against “junk science” presented 
an interesting opportunity—a chance to reposition itself as something 
other than a pariah in the scientific community. 

Just as every action in the physical world begets an equal and oppo- 
site reaction, every risk to public health seems to beget an equal and op- 
posite effort at denial from the industry whose products are implicated. 
The tobacco industry, which U.S. Surgeons General have cited since the 
1960s as “the greatest cause of illness, disability and premature deaths in 
this country,”!? helped invent the strategy of using scientists as third-party 
advocates, and if Oscars were given for such campaigns, tobacco would 
certainly win a lifetime achievement award. Prior to the 1950s, tobacco 
companies routinely advertised tobacco’s alleged health “benefits” with 
testimonials from doctors and celebrities. When the first scientific stud- 
ies documenting tobacco’s role in cancer and other fatal illnesses began to 
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appear, the industry was thrown into a panic. A 1953 report by Dr. Ernst 
L. Wynder heralded to the scientific community a definitive link between 
cigarette smoking and cancer, creating what internal memos from the 
industry-funded Tobacco Institute refer to as the “1954 emergency.” Fight- 
ing for its economic life, the tobacco industry launched what must be 
considered the costliest, longest-running, and most successful PR crisis- 
management campaign in history. In the words of the industry itself, the 
campaign was aimed at “promoting cigarettes and protecting them from 
these and other attacks,” by “creating doubt about the health charge with- 
out actually denying it, and advocating the public’s right to smoke, with- 
out actually urging them to take up the practice.” 

For help, the tobacco industry turned in the 1950s to what was then 
the world’s largest PR firm, Hill & Knowlton, which designed a brilliant 
and expensive campaign that was later described as follows in a 1993 law- 
suit, State of Mississippi vs. the Tobacco Cartel: 


As a result of these efforts, the Tobacco Institute Research Com- 
mittee (TIRC), an entity later known as The Council for Tobacco 
Research (CTR), was formed. 

The Tobacco Industry Research Committee immediately ran a 
full-page promotion in more than 400 newspapers aimed at an esti- 
mated 43 million Americans . . . entitled “A Frank Statement to Cig- 
arette Smokers.” . . . In this advertisement, the participating tobacco 
companies recognized their “special responsibility” to the public, 
and promised to learn the facts about smoking and health. The par- 
ticipating tobacco companies promised to sponsor independent re- 
search. .. . The participating tobacco companies also promised to 
cooperate closely with public health officials. . . . 

After thus beginning to lull the public into a false sense of secu- 
rity concerning smoking and health, the Tobacco Industry Research 
Committee continued to act as a front for tobacco industry interests. 
Despite the initial public statements and posturing, and the repeated 
assertions that they were committed to full disclosure and vitally 
concerned, the TIRC did not make the public health a primary con- 
cern.... In fact, there was a coordinated, industry-wide strategy de- 
signed actively to mislead and confuse the public about the true 
dangers associated with smoking cigarettes. Rather than work for the 
good of the public health as it had promised, and sponsor indepen- 
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dent research, the tobacco companies and consultants, acting 
through the tobacco trade association, refuted, undermined, and 
neutralized information coming from the scientific and medical 
community.” 


To improve its credibility, the TIRC used the third party technique, 
hiring Dr. Clarence Little in June of 1954 to serve as its director. Previ- 
ously, Little had served as managing director of the American Society for 
the Control of Cancer, the forerunner to today’s American Cancer Soci- 
ety.'© He promised that if research did discover a direct relationship be- 
tween smoking and cancer, “the next job tackled will be to determine how 
to eliminate the danger from tobacco.” This pretense of honest concern 
from a respected figure worked its expected magic. Opinion research by 
Hill & Knowlton showed that only 9 percent of newspapers expressing 
opinions on the TIRC were unfavorable, whereas 65 percent were favor- 
able without reservation.’ 

There is no question that the tobacco industry knew what scientists 
were learning about tobacco. The TIRC maintained a library with cross- 
indexed medical and scientific papers from 2,500 medical journals, as 
well as press clippings, government reports, and other documents. TIRC 
employees culled this library in search of any and every scrap of scientific 
data with inconclusive or contrary results regarding tobacco and the harm 
to human health. These were compiled into a carefully selected 18-page 
booklet, titled “A Scientific Perspective on the Cigarette Controversy,” 
which was published in 1954 and mailed to more than 200,000 people, 
including doctors, members of Congress, and the news media. 

During the 1950s, tobacco companies more than doubled their ad- 
vertising budgets, going from $76 million in 1953 to $122 million in 1957. 
The TIRC spent another $948,151 in 1954 alone, of which one-fourth 
went to Hill & Knowlton, another fourth went to pay for media ads, and 
most of the remainder went to administrative costs. Despite TIRC’s 
promise to “sponsor independent research,” only $80,000, or less than 10 
percent of the total budget for the year, actually went to scientific projects.'® 

In 1963, the TIRC changed its name to the Council for Tobacco Re- 
search. In addition to this “scientific” council, Hill & Knowlton helped set 
up a separate PR and lobbying organization, the Tobacco Institute. Formed 
in 1958, the Tobacco Institute grew by 1990 into what the Public Relations 
Journal described as one of the “most formidable public relations/lobby- 
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ing machines in history,” spending an estimated $20 million a year and em- 
ploying 120 PR professionals to fight the combined forces of the Surgeon 
General of the United States, the National Cancer Institute, the Ameri- 
can Cancer Society, the American Heart Association, and the American 
Lung Association.’ 


Smoke-Filled Rooms 


The tobacco industry's PR strategy has been described by the American 
Cancer Society as “a delaying action to mislead the public into believing 
that no change in smoking habits is indicated from existing statistical and 
pathological evidence.””° Of course, no propaganda strategy can perma- 
nently mask the mountains of evidence that have accumulated regarding 
tobacco’s deadly effects. By the 1980s, virtually no one believed the in- 
dustry'’s attempts to deny that smoking causes cancer, heart disease, em- 
physema, and a long list of other diseases. Even the industry's own 
spokespersons could barely stand to repeat the same old lies. Philip Mor- 
ris would not publicly admit that smoking causes cancer until the year 
1999, but its attorneys and PR advisers were already planning a strategic 
retreat from this position as early as the 1970s. Rather than continue to 
defend a scientific position that everyone knew was bogus, they set out 
to build a scientific case against the mounting body of evidence showing 
that nonsmokers were also suffering adverse health effects from second- 
hand smoke inhaled in bars, restaurants, and other public places. 
Secondhand smoke appears under a variety of names in the industry's 
internal memoranda, which refer to it variously as “indirect smoke,” “pas- 
sive smoke,” “sidestream smoke,” or “environmental tobacco smoke” (often 
abbreviated ETS). Industry executives realized early on that the issue of to- 
bacco’s indirect effects posed a potentially greater threat to business prof- 
its than the issue of its direct effects on smokers themselves. Once the 
public discovered that cigarettes were killing nonsmokers, anti-tobacco 
activists would press forward with increasing success in their campaigns to 
ban smoking in public places. “If smokers can’t smoke on the way to work, 
at work, in stores, banks, restaurants, malls, and other public places, they 
are going to smoke less,” complained Philip Morris political affairs direc- 
tor Ellen Merlo in a speech to tobacco vendors. “A large percentage of 
them are going to quit. In short, cigarette purchases will be drastically re- 
duced and volume declines will accelerate.”*' A 1993 Philip Morris budget 
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presentation complained that “smoking restrictions have been estimated, 
this year alone, to have decreased PM profits by $40 million.””? 

The campaign to cultivate pro-industry scientists on the issue of sec- 
ondhand smoke was massive, multifaceted, and international. Some sci- 
entists were positioned as public voices in defense of tobacco, while others 
played behind-the-scenes roles, quietly cultivating allies or monitoring 
meetings and feeding back reports to the tobacco industry's legal and po- 
litical strategists. A 1990 confidential memorandum by Covington & Burl- 
ing, one of the main law firms representing Philip Morris, reported on 
efforts by industry consultants in Lisbon, Hanover, Budapest, Milan, Scot- 
land, Copenhagen, Switzerland, Norway, Australia, Finland, and Asia. 
“Our European consultants have organized and will conduct a major sci- 
entific conference in Lisbon next month on indoor air quality in warm cli- 
mates,” it stated. “More than 100 scientists from throughout the world will 
attend. ... The focus of the conference will not be tobacco; rather, the 
point of the conference is to show the insignificance of ETS by empha- 
sizing the genuine problems of air quality in warm climates. Some degree 
of ‘balance’ in the presentation of the issues is of course necessary to 
achieve persuasiveness, but the overall results will be positive and impor- 
tant... . A major meeting of the Toxicology Forum will be held in Budapest 
in July, and will include a session on ETS delivered by one of our consul- 
tants. .. . We ask our consultants to cover all substantial scientific con- 
ferences where they can usefully influence scientific and public opinion. 
They also attend many other conferences on their own, as part of their or- 
dinary scientific activities.” 

In addition to scientific conferences, consultants were at work giving 
media briefings; trying to sway airline flight attendants in favor of in-flight 
smoking; producing and appearing in videos and op-ed pieces; and testi- 
fying in court proceedings regarding allegations of fraud in tobacco ad- 
vertisements. “Our consultants have created the world’s only learned 
scientific society addressing questions of indoor air quality,” the report 
boasted. “It will soon have its own periodic newsletter, in which ETS and 
other [indoor air quality] issues will be discussed in a balanced fashion to 
an audience of regulators, scientists, building operators, etc. It will also 
have its own scientific journal, published by a major European publishing 
house, in which [indoor air quality] issues will again be addressed.” 

Other consultants were writing books, one on environmental tobacco 
smoke and health, another “exposing the vagaries of medical truisms, in- 
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cluding those relating to tobacco” as “a clever and entertaining way of 
suggesting that medical ‘certainties’ are frequently without genuine sci- 
entific basis.” Other hired experts had publications pending in leading 
medical journals. “One of our consultants is awaiting the publication by 
a leading French medical journal of a major paper’ that “very helpfully at- 
tacks the reliability of the evidence regarding ETS and lung cancer.” An- 
other had published a scientific paper showing that keeping pet birds was 
a bigger cancer risk than secondhand smoke. Yet another was an editor at 
the Lancet and “is continuing to publish numerous reviews, editorials and 
comments on ETS and other issues.” In Scandinavia, a Philip Morris con- 
sultant was available to conduct research showing “how popular concep- 
tions of health risks are often actually misconceptions, when compared to 
expert scientific evaluations.””° 


Straining at Gnats and Swallowing Camels 


Organizations such as the American Heart Association, the American 
Lung Association, and the American Cancer Society estimate that direct 
smoking kills about 400,000 people per year in the United States—or, if 
you use the World Health Organization's estimate, about 3 million people 
per year worldwide. In 1986, U.S. Surgeon General C. Everett Koop re- 
leased an analysis concluding that secondhand smoke was a significant 
health threat to nonsmokers, and a host of other studies by individual re- 
searchers and prominent health organizations have reached similar con- 
clusions. The most common and serious consequences are asthma, 
emphysema, and heart disease. Estimates of the number of ETS-related 
deaths in the U.S. from heart disease alone have ranged from 37,000 to 
62,000 per year. Children’s lungs are still developing, and they are there- 
fore considered especially sensitive to environmental tobacco smoke. Ac- 
cording to one estimate by the state of California, ETS causes 2,700 cases 
per year of sudden infant death syndrome in the United States. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's risk assessment of en- 
vironmental tobacco smoke was published in 1993. It estimated that sec- 
ondhand smoke causes some 150,000 to 300,000 cases per year of lower 
respiratory tract infections such as bronchitis and pneumonia in children 
up to 18 months of age, resulting in 7,500 to 15,000 hospitalizations, plus 
somewhere between 400,000 and a million cases of asthma. The EPA 
also decided, for the first time, that secondhand smoke should be classi- 
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fied as a “Class A carcinogen’—a government classificatory term which 
means that ETS is not merely suspected but known to cause lung cancer. 
The impact of secondhand smoke is small compared to the effect of di- 
rect smoking, but EPA estimated that some 3,000 lung cancer deaths per 
year among nonsmokers should be attributed to secondhand smoke. 

Tobacco’s defenders realized that challenging the entire body of evi- 
dence in EPA's risk assessment would be impossible. Its conclusion that 
secondhand smoke causes respiratory effects in children was widely 
shared and virtually undisputed. Its conclusion regarding the link between 
secondhand smoke and cancer was based on several different types of ev- 
idence, most of which are hard to dispute. First and most obviously, sec- 
ondhand smoke contains essentially all of the same cancer-causing and 
toxic agents that people inhale when they smoke directly. Second, tests of 
humans exposed to secondhand smoke show that their bodies absorb and 
metabolize significant amounts of these toxins. Third, exposure to sec- 
ondhand smoke has been shown to cause cancer in laboratory test ani- 
mals, which suggests strongly that it does the same thing to humans. 
Fourth, EPA reviewed analyses of some 30 epidemiological studies from 
eight different countries and found that women who never smoked them- 
selves but were exposed to their husband’s smoke have a higher rate of 
lung cancer than women married to nonsmokers. 

Taken together, these pieces of evidence make it difficult to avoid the 
conclusion that secondhand smoke causes lung cancer. However, EPA's 
estimate of the number of deaths was based solely on epidemiology, a 
branch of medical science that uses statistical analysis to study the dis- 
tribution of disease in human populations. Epidemiology uses statistical 
correlations to draw conclusions about what causes disease, but it is a no- 
toriously inexact science. In order to estimate someone's lifetime exposure 
to secondhand smoke, researchers must rely on that person’s memories 
from years past, which may not be entirely accurate. Moreover, surveys 
cannot take into account all of the possible confounding factors that may 
bias a study's outcome. Were the people surveyed exposed to other lung 
carcinogens, such as asbestos or radon? Did they inhale more second- 
hand smoke than they remember, or maybe less? Owing to these and 
other uncertainties, the EPA’s estimate of 3,000 deaths per year from 
ETS-related cancer is only a rough guess. It may be too high, or it may be 
too low. The tobacco industry’s propagandists seized on this sliver of un- 
certainty. There is no particular logical reason, from a scientific or policy 
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perspective, why anyone should focus on lung cancer. After all, it repre- 
sents only a fraction of the total number of deaths attributed to second- 
hand smoke, and there is no particular reason to prefer death from 
emphysema or heart disease over death from lung cancer. The lung can- 
cer estimate, however, was the part of the EPA risk assessment that was 
most open to debate on methodological grounds. By focusing on it, the to- 
bacco industry hoped to distract attention from the report’s irrefutable 
broader conclusions. 

Professor Gary Huber (no relation to Peter Huber) was one of the 
industry-funded scientists who responded to the call. Huber had built a 
career for himself as a contrarian scientist who regularly disputed the 
growing body of scientific evidence about tobacco’s deadly effects. Over 
the years, he received more than $7 million in tobacco industry research 
funding, and although his reputation as a “tobacco whore” cost him the re- 
spect of friends and academic colleagues, in industry circles he was some- 
thing of a star, hobnobbing with top executives, fishing with senior 
attorneys, and participating in legal strategy sessions.” He worked first at 
Harvard until the university took away his laboratory. A stint at the Uni- 
versity of Kentucky’s pro-industry tobacco and health research institute 
ended when he was fired for alleged mismanagement, but he always 
landed on his feet, thanks to the tobacco money that followed him wher- 
ever he went.” After Kentucky, he landed at the University of Texas, where 
he ran a nutritional health center while simultaneously offering secret 
consulting services to Shook, Hardy and Bacon, a national law firm that 
represented both Philip Morris and R. J. Reynolds. During his time in 
Texas, industry lawyers paid him $1.7 million to collect and critique pub- 
lished scientific studies linking smoking to emphysema, asthma, and bron- 
chitis. The tobacco attorneys went to extraordinary lengths to keep its 
payments to Huber a secret, routing the money through an outside ac- 
count that bore a Greek code name to keep it off hospital books and make 
it difficult for an outsider to find.*® 

The purpose of the secrecy, apparently, was to preserve a veneer of 
third party independence so that Huber could appear credible when he 
spoke out publicly in defense of cigarettes. By the late 1980s, he had be- 
come one of the most vocal and visible scientific critics of studies prob- 
ing the hazards of environmental tobacco smoke. In 1991, he authored an 
article for Consumers Research magazine, a Consumer Reports look-alike 
that is partially funded by the tobacco industry. The scientific studies 
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linking secondhand smoke to cancer, he wrote, were “shoddy and poorly 
conceived.” His article was repeatedly quoted by the tobacco industry's 
network of columnists and by opinion magazines opposed to government 
regulation of smoking. Michael Fumento (a graduate of the partly tobacco- 
funded National Journalism Center) wrote a piece for Investors Business 
Daily that quoted Huber and several other tobacco-friendly researchers, 
calling them “scientists and policy analysts who say they couldn't care 
less about tobacco company profits” but “say the data the EPA cites do not 
bear out its conclusions.” Huber’s arguments were also repeated by Jacob 
Sullum, editor of the libertarian magazine Reason (which receives funding 
from Philip Morris), in an article that was then picked up by Forbes Media 
Critic magazine. Philip Morris and R. J. Reynolds liked the Sullum piece 
so much that in May 1994 the R. J. Reynolds company bought reprint 
rights to an editorial he had written for the Wall Street Journal. A few 
months later, Philip Morris paid Sullum $5,000 for the right to reprint one 
of his articles as a five-day series of full-page ads in newspapers through- 
out the country, including the New York Times, Washington Post, Los An- 
geles Times, Chicago Tribune, Miami Herald, Boston Globe, and Baltimore 
Sun. The ads appeared under the headline “If We Said It, You Might Not 
Believe It.” The result, noted Consumer Reports magazine (no relation to 
Consumers Research), was that “Huber’s argument has undoubtedly now 
been seen by millions more people than ever read the original EPA report, 
let alone any of the hundreds of scientific articles on the subject in med- 
ical journals.” 

Huber’s vigilance on behalf of tobacco companies did not end there. 
In May 1993, he was intrigued to receive a letter from Garrey Carruthers, 
a former professor of agricultural economics and ex-governor of the state 
of New Mexico. “Dear Dr. Huber,” the letter began, “I am creating a coali- 
tion of scientists, academicians, former public officials and representatives 
from business and industry, concerned about the advancement of sound 
science. The name of this coalition is The Advancement of Sound Science 
Coalition (TASSC), and its goal is to advance the principles of science 
used to formulate sound public policy.” The letter asked Huber to lend his 
name to the coalition and to join Carruthers in “educating the public as 
to what constitutes the appropriate use of science in public policy.””’ 

Huber looked over TASSC’s materials and noticed that environmen- 
tal tobacco smoke was included in its lengthy list of examples of “junk sci- 
ence.” He drafted a letter to Anthony Andrade, one of his attorney 
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handlers at Shook, Hardy and Bacon. “Dear Mr. Andrade,” he wrote. “For 
your interest, I am enclosing some materials from a new group apparently 
dedicated to establishing sound science in public policy. . . . I call this to 
your attention because some of their membership has already identified 
environmental tobacco smoke as an issue where unsound science prevails, 
as you can see from the enclosed ‘member survey’ form. I am pursuing this 
matter and will keep you informed.” 

If not for the tobacco industry’s concerns about secrecy, they might 
have written back, telling Huber not to bother, because they were already 
on top of the matter. Philip Morris wasn’t just working hand-in-hand with 


TASSC on the issue of environmental tobacco smoke. Actually, Philip 
Morris had created TASSC. 


The Whitecoats Are Coming 


One of the forerunners of TASSC at Philip Morris was a 1988 “Proposal 
for the Whitecoat Project,” named after the white laboratory coats that sci- 
entists sometimes wear. The project had four goals: “Resist and roll back 
smoking restrictions. Restore smoker confidence. Reverse scientific and 
popular misconception that ETS is harmful. Restore social acceptability 
of smoking.” To achieve these goals, the plan was to first “generate a body 
of scientific and technical knowledge” through research “undertaken by 
whitecoats, contract laboratories and commercial organizations”; then 
“disseminate and exploit such knowledge through specific communication 
programs.” Covington & Burling, PM's law firm, would function as the ex- 
ecutive arm of the Whitecoat Project, acting as a “legal buffer . . . the in- 
terface with the operating units (whitecoats, laboratories, etc.).”*! 

The effort to create a scientific defense for secondhand smoke was 
only one component in the tobacco industry's multimillion-dollar PR cam- 
paign. To defeat cigarette excise taxes, a Philip Morris strategy document 
outlined plans for “Co-op efforts with third party tax organizations’—lib- 
ertarian anti-taxation think tanks, such as Americans for Tax Reform, Cit- 
izens for a Sound Economy, Citizens for Tax Justice, and the Tax 
Foundation.*? Other third party allies included the National Journalism 
Center, the Heartland Institute, the Claremont Institute, and National 
Empowerment Television, a conservative TV network. In one memo to 
Philip Morris CEO Michael A. Miles, company vice president Craig L. 
Fuller noted that he was “working with many third party allies to develop 
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position papers, op-eds and letters to the editor detailing how tobacco is 
already one of the most heavily regulated products in the marketplace, and 
derailing arguments against proposed bans on tobacco advertising.” 

Through the Burson-Marsteller PR firm, Philip Morris also created 
the “National Smoker's Alliance,” a supposedly independent organization 
of individual smokers which claimed that bans on smoking in public 
places infringed on basic American freedoms. The NSA was a “grassroots” 
version of the third party technique, designed to create the impression of 
a citizen groundswell against smoking restrictions. Burson-Marsteller 
spent millions of dollars of tobacco industry money to get the NSA up and 
running—buying full-page newspaper ads, hiring paid canvassers and tele- 
marketers, setting up a toll-free 800 number, and publishing newsletters 
and other folksy “grassroots” materials to mobilize the puffing masses. 
NSA’s stated mission was to “empower” smokers to reclaim their rights— 
although, behind closed doors, industry executives fretted that they didn’t 
want this rhetoric to go too far. They were well aware of opinion polls 
showing that 70 percent of all adult smokers wish they could kick the 
habit. “The issue of ‘empowerment of smokers’ was viewed as somewhat 
dangerous,” stated a tobacco strategy document. “We don't want to ‘em- 
power them to the point that they'll quit.”34 

Owing to the publicity associated with Burson-Marsteller’s role in 
setting up the NSA, Philip Morris executives felt that it was best to select 
some other PR firm to handle the launch of TASSC. They settled on 
APCO Associates, a subsidiary of the international advertising and PR 
firm of GCI/Grey Associates, which agreed to “organize coalition efforts 
to provide information with respect to the ETS issues to the media and to 
public officials” in exchange for a monthly retainer of $37,500 plus ex- 
penses.” The purpose of TASSC, as described in a memo from APCO’s 
Tom Hockaday and Neal Cohen, was to “link the tobacco issue with other 
more ‘politically correct’ products’—in other words, to make the case that 
efforts to regulate tobacco were based on the same “junk science” as ef- 
forts to regulate Alar, food additives, automobile emissions, and other in- 
dustrial products that had not yet achieved tobacco’s pariah status. “The 
credibility of EPA is defeatable, but not on the basis of ETS alone,” stated 
a Philip Morris strategy document. “It must be part of a larger mosaic that 
concentrates all of the EPA’s enemies against it at one time.” 

Originally dubbed the “Restoring Integrity to Science Coalition,” the 
Advancement of Sound Science Coalition was later renamed to resemble 
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the venerable American Association for the Advancement of Science. After 
APCO'’s planners realized that the resulting acronym was not terribly flat- 
tering—ASSC, or worse, the ASS Coalition—they began putting a capi- 
talized “the” at the beginning of the name, and TASSC was born, a 
“national coalition intended to educate the media, public officials and the 
public about the dangers of ‘junk science.’ ”?7 

In September 1993, APCO president Margery Kraus sent a memo to 
Philip Morris communications director Vic Han, updating him on plans. 
“We look forward to the successful launching of TASSC this fall,” she 
stated. “We believe the groundwork we conduct to complete the launch 
will enable TASSC to expand and assist Philip Morris in its efforts with 
issues in targeted states in 1994.” APCO’s work would focus on expand- 
ing TASSC’s membership, finding outside money to help conceal the 
role of Philip Morris as its primary funder, compiling a litany of “addi- 
tional examples of unsound science,” and “coordinating and directing 
outreach to the scientific and academic communities.” APCO would also 
direct and manage Garrey Carruthers, who had been hired as TASSC’s 
public spokesman. “This includes developing and maintaining his sched- 
ule, prioritizing his time and energies, and briefing Carruthers and other 
appropriate TASSC representatives,” Kraus wrote. She outlined a “com- 
prehensive media relations strategy’ designed to “maximize the use of 
TASSC and its members into Philip Morris's issues in targeted states. . . . 
This includes using TASSC as a tool in targeted legislative battles.” 
Planned activities included publishing a monthly newsletter, issuing fre- 
quent news releases, drafting “boilerplate” speeches and op-ed pieces to 
be used by TASSC representatives, and placing articles in various trade 
publications to help recruit members from the agriculture, chemical, 
biotechnology, and food additive industries. In addition to APCO’s 
monthly fee, $5,000 per month was budgeted “to compensate Garrey 
Carruthers.” 

Considerable effort was expended to conceal the fact that TASSC 
was created and funded almost entirely by Philip Morris. APCO recom- 
mended that TASSC should first be introduced to the public through a 
“decentralized launch outside the large markets of Washington, DC and 
New York” in order to “avoid cynical reporters from major media.” In 
smaller markets, APCO reasoned, there would be “less reviewing/chal- 
lenging of TASSC messages.” Also, a decentralized launch would “limit po- 
tential for counterattack. The opponents of TASSC tend to concentrate 
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their efforts in top markets while skipping the secondary markets. This ap- 
proach sends TASSC’s message initially into these more receptive mar- 
kets—and enables us to build upon early successes.” 

The plan included a barnstorming media tour of cities in these sec- 
ondary markets by Garrey Carruthers. “APCO will arrange on-the-ground 
visits with three to four reporters in each city. These interviews, using 
TASSC’s trained spokespeople, third-party allies (e.g., authors of books on 
unsound science), members of the TASSC Science Board, and/or Gover- 
nor Carruthers, will be scheduled for a one to two day media tour in each 
city.’ To set up the interviews, APCO used a list of sympathetic reporters 
provided by John Boltz, a manager of media affairs at Philip Morris. “We 
thought it best to remove any possible link to PM, thus Boltz is not mak- 
ing the calls,” noted Philip Morris public affairs director Jack Lenzi. “With 
regard to media inquiries to PM about TASSC, I am putting together 
some Q and A. We will not deny being a corporate member/sponsor, will 
not specify dollars, and will refer them to the TASSC ‘800-’ number, being 
manned by David Sheon (APCO).”*° Other plans, developed later, in- 
cluded creation of a TASSC Internet page that could be used to “broadly 
distribute published studies/papers favorable to smoking/ETS debate” and 
“release PM authored papers . . . on ETS science and bad science/bad 
public policy.”*! 

Carruthers began his media tour in December 1993, with stopovers 
in cities including San Diego, Dallas, and Denver. News releases sent out 
in advance of each stop described TASSC as a “grassroots-based, not-for- 
profit watchdog group of scientists and representatives from universities, 
independent organizations and industry, that advocates the use of sound 
science in the public policy arena.” As examples of unsound science, it 
pointed to the “Alar scare,” asbestos-abatement guidelines, the “dioxin 
scare’ in Times Beach, Missouri, and “unprecedented regulations to limit 
radon levels in drinking water.” In Texas, local TASSC recruits involved in 
the launch included Dr. Margaret Maxey and Floy Lilley, both of the Uni- 
versity of Texas. “The Clean Air Act is a perfect example of laboratory sci- 
ence being superficially applied to reality,” Lilley said. Carruthers took the 
opportunity to inveigh against politicized uses of science by the Environ- 
mental Protection Agency “to make science fit’ with the political leanings 
of special interests.” EPA's studies, he complained, “are frequently carried 
out without the benefit of peer review or quality assurance.”** In Denver, 
Carruthers told a local radio station that the public has been “shafted by 
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shoddy science, and it has cost consumers and government a good deal of 
money.” When asked who was financing TASSC, Carruthers sidestepped 
the question. “We don’t want to be caught being a crusader for a single in- 
dustry,” he said. “We're not out here defending the chemical industry; 
we're not out here defending the automobile industry, or the petroleum in- 
dustry, or the tobacco industry; we're here just to ensure that sound sci- 
ence is used.”*? 

Virtually every news release made some reference to the “Alar scare,” 
usually invoking the name of former U.S. Surgeon General C. Everett 
Koop. In an “advertorial” titled “Science: A Tool, Not a Weapon,” TASSC 
noted that “respected experts, including then—Surgeon General C. Everett 
Koop, said the scientific evidence showed no likelihood of harm from 
Alar. . . . This is not an isolated case of bad science being used by policy- 
makers,” it added. “It’s happened regarding asbestos, dioxin and toxic 
waste. .. . It's happening in the debate over environmental tobacco smoke, 
or second-hand smoke. The studies done so far on the topic do not 
demonstrate evidence that second-hand smoke causes cancer, even 
though that is the popular wisdom.”** To the casual reader, it would almost 
appear as if the venerable Dr. Koop were a defender of environmental to- 
bacco smoke, rather than one of its most prominent critics.” 


EuroTASSC 


By 1994, Philip Morris was budgeting $880,000 in funding for TASSC.* 
In consultation with APCO and Burson-Marsteller, the company began 
planning to establish a second, European sound science organization, ten- 
tatively named “Scientists for Sound Public Policy” (later renamed the 
European Science and Environment Forum). Like TASSC, the European 
organization would attempt to smuggle tobacco advocacy into a larger 
bundle of “sound science” issues, including the “ban on growth hormone 
for livestock; ban on [genetically engineered bovine growth hormone] to 
improve milk production; pesticide restrictions; ban on indoor smoking; 
restrictions on use of chlorine; ban on certain pharmaceutical products; 
restrictions on the use of biotechnology.” The public and policymakers 
needed to be “educated,” Burson-Marsteller explained, because “political 
decision-makers are vulnerable to activists’ emotional appeals and press 
campaigns. ... The precautionary principle is now the accepted guideline. 
Even if a hypothesis is not 100 percent scientifically proven, action should 
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be taken, e.g. global warming.” Companies that B-M thought could be 
recruited to support the European endeavor would include makers of 
“consumer products (food, beverages, tobacco), packaging industry, agro- 
chemical industry, chemical industry, pharmaceutical industry, biotech 
industry, electric power industry, telecommunications.”*’ 

A turf war broke out between Burson-Marsteller and APCO over the 
question of which PR firm should handle the European campaign. Jim 
Lindheim of Burson-Marsteller laid claim to the account by stressing his 
firm’s already-proven expertise at defending tobacco science in Europe. 
“We have the network, much of which is already sensitized to PM’s spe- 
cial needs,” he stated. We have a lot of experience in every country work- 
ing with scientists. . . . We've got a large client base with ‘scientific 
problems’ whom we can tap for sponsorship.” 

APCO's Margery Kraus responded by reminding Philip Morris regu- 
latory affairs director Matthew Winokur that Burson-Marsteller’s long his- 
tory of tobacco industry work was public knowledge and therefore might 
taint the endeavor. “Given the sensitivities of other TASSC activities and 
a previous decision not to have TASSC work directly with Burson, due to 
these sensitivities in other TASSC work, I did not feel comfortable hav- 
ing Steig or anyone else from Burson assume primary responsibility for 
working with TASSC scientists,” Kraus stated.*? As for experience han- 
dling “scientific problems,” she pointed to her parent company’s work for 
“the following industries impacted by science and environmental policy 
decisions: chemical, pharmaceutical, nuclear, waste management and 
motor industries, power generation, biotech products, packaging and de- 
tergents, and paint. They have advised clients on a number of issues, in- 
cluding: agricultural manufacturing, animal testing, chlorine, dioxins, toxic 
waste, ozone/CFGs, power generation, coastal pollution, lead in gasoline, 
polyurethanes, lubricants.””° 

TASSC was intentionally designed to appear outwardly like a broad 
coalition of scientists from multiple disciplines. The other industries and 
interests—biotech, chemical, toxic waste, coastal pollution, lubricants— 
served as protective camouflage, concealing the tobacco money that was 
at the heart of the endeavor. TASSC signed up support from corporate ex- 
ecutives at Santa Fe Pacific Gold Corporation, Procter & Gamble, the 
Louisiana Chemical Association, the National Pest Control Association, 
General Motors, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, Exxon, W. R. 
Grace & Co., Amoco, Occidental Petroleum, 3M, Chevron, and Dow 
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Chemical. Many of its numerous news releases attacking “junk science” 
made no mention of tobacco whatsoever. It objected to government guide- 
lines for asbestos abatement; said the “dioxin scare” in Times Beach, Mis- 
souri, was a tempest in a teapot; scoffed at the need for an EPA Superfund 
cleanup in Aspen, Colorado; dismissed reports of health effects related to 
use of the Norplant contraceptive; denounced the Clean Water Act; and 
orchestrated a letter-writing campaign to oppose any government action 
aimed at limiting industrial activities linked to global warming. 


ACSH TASSCwards 


In many respects, TASSC was closely modeled after Elizabeth Whelan’s 
American Council on Science and Health. Both organizations boasted a 
“board of scientific advisers” with several hundred members, many of 
whom worked for industry or served in university departments with cor- 
porate affiliations. Both relied heavily on corporate funding and shared 
pro-industry views on a wide range of issues. 

Founded in 1978, ACSH is described in minutes from a meeting that 
year of the Manufacturing Chemists’ Association (today known as the 
Chemical Manufacturers Association) as “a tax-exempt organization com- 
posed of scientists whose viewpoints are more similar to those of business 
than dissimilar.’ In recent years, ACSH has stopped publishing its com- 
plete list of corporate funders, but reports from prior years showed that as 
much as 76 percent of its budget came either directly from industry or 
from foundations that were closely linked to industry.”! 

The views of ACSH and Whelan have remained remarkably consis- 
tent over the years. Whelan describes herself as a lifelong conservative 
who is “more libertarian than Republican.” Since the founding of ACSH, 
Whelan has attacked environmentalism and defended corporate polluters. 
In a 1981 article titled “Chemicals and Cancerphobia,” she decried “the 
cancerphobia which now grips our nation and is dictating federal policy in 
a number of government agencies seems to be largely traceable to a fear 
of chemicals. . . . For businessmen, the implications are clear: more reg- 
ulation, higher costs, fewer jobs, and limited production. For me as a sci- 
entist and consumer the implications are also clear: high prices, higher 
taxes, fewer products—a diminished standard of living. . . . [WJith today’s 
consumer advocates leading the show, we are heading toward not only zero 
risk, but zero food, zero jobs, zero energy, and zero growth. It may be that 


THE JUNKYARD DOGS 245 


the prophets of doom, not the profits of industry, are the real hazards to 
our health.” 


ACSH board chairman A. Alan Moghissi is a former Reagan-era EPA 
official with similar views. He characterizes environmentalism as a belief 
that “members of endangered species deserve protection and that, be- 
cause there are billions of humans, humanity does not qualify for protec- 
tion.” The 17-member ACSH board of directors also includes 
representatives from two PR and advertising firms: Albert Nickel of Lyons 
Lavey Nickel Swift (their motto: “We change perceptions”), and Lorraine 
Thelian of Ketchum Communications. Thelian directs Ketchum’s Wash- 
ington, D.C., office, which handles the bulk of the firm’s “environmental 
PR work” on behalf of clients including Dow Chemical, the Aspirin Foun- 
dation of America, Bristol-Myers Squibb, the American Automobile Man- 
ufacturers Association, the Consumer Aerosol Products Council, 
Genentech, the National Pharmaceutical Council, the North American 
Insulation Manufacturers Association, and the American Industrial Health 
Council, another industry-funded group that lobbies against what it con- 
siders “excessive” regulation of carcinogens. Ketchum boasts that its 
Washington office “has dealt with issues ranging from regulation of toxins, 
global climate change, electricity deregulation, nuclear energy, product 
and chemical contamination, and agricultural chemicals and Superfund 
sites, to name but a few.” 

ACSH calls the U.S. ban on DDT one of the 20 worst unfounded 
health scares of the twentieth century. It ridicules the risks that chemical 
endocrine disruptors pose to human health and fertility. In addition to pes- 
ticides and chemical food additives, it has defended asbestos, Agent Or- 
ange, and nuclear power. Whelan’s nutritional advice has raised eyebrows 
among health experts, many of whom take exception to her claims that 
there is “no such thing as ‘junk food,’ ” and that there is “insufficient evi- 
dence of a relationship between diet and any disease.” ACSH periodi- 
cally sends a “Media Update” out to its donors, demonstrating its success 
at influencing public opinion with examples of newspaper and magazine 
clippings in which the organization has been cited as an authoritative 
source. Among the actual newspaper headlines it boasts of generating, the 
following examples are typical: 


e “A Global Scare: The Environmental Doomsday Machine Is in High 
Gear’? 
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e “Irradiation Only Sure Method to Protect U.S. Food Supply’ 


e “Safe Meat: There Is a Better Way” (a Wall Street Journal editorial 
column in which Whelan criticizes the USDA for recalling E. 
coli-contaminated beef)” 


e “Evidence Lacking that PCB Levels Harm Health’ 
e “The Fuzzy Science Behind New Clean-Air Rules”®’ 


e “Screaming About Breast Cancer’® 


e “Environmental Alarmists Can’t Explain Progress in Public Health”? 


e “Eat Beef, America” and “Salad Days Are Over’?! 


e “At Christmas Dinner, Let Us Be Thankful for Pesticides and Safe 
Food’? 


With respect to the issue of tobacco, however, ACSH has taken a 
strong and consistently critical position in favor of public health. Whelan 
has authored numerous editorials and magazine articles about tobacco, 
along with books titled A Smoking Gun: How the Tobacco Industry Gets 
Away with Murder and Cigarettes: What the Warning Label Doesn't Tell You. 
She has testified as an expert witness for plaintiffs suing the tobacco in- 
dustry and has even criticized her fellow conservatives for what she calls 
their “blurred vision” about tobacco. When presidential candidate Bob 
Dole opined that smoking was not addictive, Whelan publicly differed, as 
she has on other occasions. “Conservative politicians, their spokesmen and 
right-wing journalists almost uniformly condemned Clinton's ‘war against 
teen-age smoking,” she complained in 1995. “Conservative pundits 
pounce on anti-smoking activists with gusto, questioning not just our 
methods, but our priorities. . . . Republicans, posturing themselves as 
friends of the tobacco industry, are doing themselves and America's youth 
a great disservice. As a public health professional and lifelong Republican 
I ask: Why?” 

Despite some early feelers, Whelan’s position on cigarettes effectively 
doomed the possibility of any direct collaboration between ACSH and 
the tobacco industry. Shortly after the organization’s launch, ACSH di- 
rector Frederick Stare sent an appeal for funds to Philip Morris vice pres- 
ident Ray Wakeham, but the appeal was unsuccessful. “Now that we are 
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firmly established, and growing, we seek support from industry of all 
types,” Stare wrote in December 1980, following up on a presentation he 
had recently given to a PM-supported corporate coalition called the In- 
dustrial Research Institute. “A few of the companies who are members of 
the Industrial Research Institute have provided us with limited financial 
assistance, but we now want very much for all of you to help, and gener- 
ously,” Stare stated. “We are a voice of scientific reason in a sea of pseudo- 
science, exaggeration, and misinformation. We believe it would be to your 
benefit to help ACSH. . . . Our basic corporate membership at present is 
$3,000, but we hope many of you will contribute a total of $10,000 or 
more.”°? 

In an internal Philip Morris memorandum written two weeks later, 
Wakeham noted that he had read and agreed with a recent ACSH report 
downplaying the idea that there was a “cancer epidemic” in the United 
States. However, he added, “The little I know about Elizabeth Whelan, the 
executive director, would be enough to suggest that PM have nothing to 
do with the Council. Not only is she on record as being convinced that cig- 
arette smoking is responsible for almost all it has been accused of but she 
has gone out of her way to accuse the cigarette industry of exerting pres- 
sure on magazines, particularly women’s magazines, not to accept articles 
which have derogatory statements about the effect of smoking on women. 
... I would not suggest that anyone in the cigarette industry support the 
American Council on Science and Health.’ 

In fact, ACSH frequently builds its defense of other polluting indus- 
tries around the argument that tobacco deserves higher priority than the 
“hypothetical, miniscule” risks from environmental pollution. ACSH has 
its own magazine, Priorities, whose title and content derive from the no- 
tion that “unscientific” health advocates fail to prioritize real health risks 
while dwelling on risks that are “trivial at best, or, at worst, nonexistent.” 

If Whelan had been more agreeable on the tobacco issue, Philip Mor- 
ris might never have felt a need to create TASSC. However, the company 
did not need to look far to find others who lacked her principles. Many of 
TASSC’s closest supporters, in fact, were closely affiliated with the Amer- 
ican Council on Science and Health. ACSH executive director Michael 
Fox was a member of TASSC’s advisory board, as were ACSH chairman 
A. Alan Moghissi and board members Victor Herbert and F. J. Francis. An- 
other 46 members of the ACSH advisory board also served on the advisory 
board of TASSC. 
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Trash Talk with the Junkman 


In February 1994, APCO vice president Neal Cohen made the mistake 
of boasting candidly about some of the sneaky tactics that his company 
uses when setting up front groups. His remarks were made at a confer- 
ence of the Public Affairs Council (PAC), an exclusive association of 
top-ranking corporate lobbyists and PR counselors. New York Times po- 
litical reporter Jane Fritsch later used his remarks as the basis for a March 
1996 article titled “Sometimes Lobbyists Strive to Keep Public in the 
Dark.”® 

Shortly after APCO suffered this embarrassment, the responsibility 
for managing TASSC was quietly transferred to the EOP Group, a well- 
connected, Washington-based lobby firm whose clients have included the 
American Crop Protection Association (the chief trade association of the 
pesticide industry), the American Petroleum Institute, AT&T, the Business 
Roundtable, the Chlorine Chemistry Council, Dow Chemical Company, 
Edison Electric Institute (nuclear power), Fort Howard Corp. (a paper 
manufacturer), International Food Additives Council, Monsanto Co., Na- 
tional Mining Association, and the Nuclear Energy Institute. In March 
1997, EOP lobbyist Steven Milloy, described in a TASSC news release as 
“a nationally known expert and author on environmental risk and regula- 
tory policy issues,” was named TASSC'’s executive director. 

“Steven brings not only a deep and strong academic and professional 
background to TASSC, but he brings an equally deep, strong and pas- 
sionate commitment to the principle of using sound science in making 
public policy decisions,” said Garrey Carruthers. “The issue of junk sci- 
ence has become the topic of network news specials, major articles in 
newspapers, and a key topic in Congress and legislatures around the coun- 
try. | look forward to working with Steven to continue to drive home the 
need for sound science in public policy making. ”®” 

Although the news release referred to Milloy’s work “over the last six 
years” on “environmental and regulatory policy issues,” it did not mention 
that he had worked specifically for the tobacco industry. During 1992 he 
worked for James Tozzi at Multinational Business Services. Tozzi, a former 
career bureaucrat at the U.S. Office of Management and Budget who 
had spearheaded the Reagan-era OMB campaign to gut environmental 
regulations, is described in internal Philip Morris documents as the com- 
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pany’s “primary contact on the EPA/ETS risk assessment during the sec- 
ond half of 1992.” During that period, it noted, “Tozzi has been invaluable 
in executing our Washington efforts including generating technical brief- 
ing papers, numerous letters to agencies and media interviews,’ a service 
for which Philip Morris paid an estimated $300,000 in consulting fees. 
Philip Morris also paid Tozzi’s company another $880,000 to establish a 
“nonprofit” think tank called the Institute for Regulatory Policy (IRP). On 
behalf of Philip Morris, the IRP put together “three different coalitions 
which support sound science—Coalition for Executive Order, Coalition 
for Moratorium on Risk Assessments, and Coalition of Cities and States 
on Environmental Mandates. . . . IRP could work with us as well as APCO 
in a coordinated manner,” PM’s Boland and Borelli had noted in February 
1993.° 

After leaving Tozzi’s service, Milloy became president of his own 
organization called the Regulatory Impact Analysis Project, Inc., where he 
wrote a couple of reports arguing that “most environmental risks 
are so small or indistinguishable that their existence cannot be 
proven.’”° Shortly thereafter, he launched the “Junk Science Home Page” 
(www.junkscience.com). Calling himself “the Junkman,” he offered daily 
attacks on environmentalists, public health and food safety regulators, 
anti-nuclear activists, animal rights activists, the EPA, and a wide range 
of other targets that he accused of using unsound science to advance var- 
ious political agendas. 

The tone of the Junk Science Home Page seemed calculated to lower 
rather than elevate scientific discourse. If his targets were not “psycho- 
logically challenged” or “bogus,” they were fearmongering “blowhards,” 
“turkeys,” “wacko enviros,” or members of the “food police.” Using school- 
yard taunts and accusations of “mindless anti-chemical hysteria,” Milloy 
routinely attacked the world’s most prestigious scientific journals, includ- 
ing Science, Nature, the Lancet, and the Journal of the American Medical 
Association. He dismissed reports of a thinning ozone layer as “nutty.” He 
opposed automobile emissions testing as “just another clever ploy to sep- 
arate you from your money.” His website also featured an extended attack 
on Our Stolen Future, the book about endocrine disruptors by Theo Col- 
born, Dianne Dumanoski, and Peter Myers. Milloy’s online parody, titled 
“Our Swollen Future,” included a cartoon depiction of Colborn hauling a 
wheelbarrow of money to the bank (her implied motive for writing the 
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book), and referred to Dianne Dumanoski as “Dianne Dumb-as-an-oxski.” 
Nor was he above an occasional ethnic slur. “Tora, tora, tora,” he wrote in 
response to reports that Japanese researchers were concerned about en- 
docrine disruptors. 

Milloy was also active in defense of the tobacco industry, particularly 
in regard to the issue of environmental tobacco smoke. He dismissed the 
EPA's 1993 report linking secondhand smoke to cancer as “a joke,” and 
when the British Medical Journal published its own study with similar re- 
sults in 1997, he scoffed that “it remains a joke today.” After one researcher 
published a study linking secondhand smoke to cancer, Milloy wrote that 
she “must have pictures of journal editors in compromising positions with 
farm animals. How else can you explain her studies seeing the light of 
day?” In August 1997, the New York Times reported that Milloy was one 
of the paid speakers at a Miami briefing for foreign reporters sponsored by 
the British-American Tobacco Company, whose Brown & Williamson unit 
makes popular cigarettes like Kool, Carlton, and Lucky Strike. At the 
briefing, which was off-limits to U.S. journalists, the company flew in 
dozens of reporters from countries including Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and 
Peru and paid for their hotel rooms and expensive meals while the re- 
porters sat through presentations that ridiculed “lawsuit-driven societies 
like the United States” for using “unsound science” to raise questions 
about “infinitesimal, if not hypothetical, risks” related to inhaling a “whiff” 
of tobacco smoke.”! 

The differences between ACSH and TASSC over the tobacco issue 
came to a head in June 1997, after Milloy attacked a Harvard University 
study published in the New England Journal of Medicine as an “abuse of 
statistics” and a case of “epidemiologists trying to pass off junk science as 
Nobel Prize work.” This rhetoric became the basis for a story, titled 
“Smoke Rings,” which appeared in a June 1997 issue of William F. Buck- 
ley, Jr.'s, conservative National Review. Elizabeth Whelan, who describes 
herself as “a longtime National Review fan,” was so “disappointed” in the 
article that she wrote a letter to the editor warning that “NR should be 
wary of relying on a source that considers the New England Journal of 
Medicine a purveyor of junk science. In labeling the Harvard study ‘junk 
science, you may be inadvertently junking all science.” 

“We respect Dr. Whelan’s work on many subjects, but when it comes 
to tobacco she loses her grip on reality,” the National Review replied.” 
Even she, it seemed, could sometimes be a “wacko fearmonger.” 
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Junk Bonds 


Casual visitors to Milloy’s Junk Science Home Page might be tempted to 
dismiss him as merely an obnoxious adolescent with a website. They 
would be surprised to discover that he is a well-connected fixture in con- 
servative Washington policy circles. He currently holds the title of “adjunct 
scholar” at the libertarian Cato Institute, which was rated the fourth most 
influential think tank in Washington, D.C., in a 1999 survey of congres- 
sional staffers and journalists.” 

Milloy’s vitriolic style may seem strange to outsiders, but it generates 
and channels the anger that right-wing pseudopopulists have become 
adept at mobilizing against environmentalists. Milloy’s website frequently 
provides phone and fax numbers that visitors can use to bombard news ed- 
itors and politicians with correspondence. Using dittoheads to amplify his 
messages, he has claimed responsibility for engineering the 1999 firing of 
George Lundberg as editor of the Journal of the American Medical Associ- 
ation, and for the passage of legislation by Congress that substantially al- 
ters the rules regarding data disclosure by government-funded scientists. 

In addition to the website, Milloy is a prolific author of eco-bashing 
articles that the Cato Institute helps circulate to newspapers and other 
publications. His diatribes against junk science have run in publications 
including the New York Post, the Washington Times, Arizona Republic, 
Electricity Daily, San Francisco Examiner, Detroit Free Press, Investors Busi- 
ness Daily, Cincinnati Enquirer, USA Today, New York Post, London Fi- 
nancial Times, San Francisco Examiner, Wall Street Journal, Chicago 
Tribune, Philadelphia Inquirer, and Chemical and Engineering News. The 
Chicago Sun-Times has run “special reports” by Milloy that are offered as 
news stories rather than editorials, in which he downplays environmental 
concerns about issues such as biotech foods. He can rein in the rhetoric 
when he needs to, and some of his stories read like straight news. Perhaps 
the most disturbing thing about his writing for the Chicago Sun-Times is 
the newspaper's failure to provide its readers with any information about 
his background as an industry lobbyist. It describes him simply as “a 
Washington-based business writer specializing in science” who “holds ad- 
vanced degrees in health sciences from Johns Hopkins University and a 
law degree from Georgetown University.” (Molly's “advanced degree” from 
Johns Hopkins is a master’s degree in biostatistics.) Indeed, some of the 
publications that quote Milloy tend to inflate or distort his credentials. He 


252 TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS! 


has been described in various places as a “risk expert,” an “economist,” and 
a “statistician.” 

Like other corporate-funded front groups, the organizations that flack 
for sound science are sometimes fly-by-night organizations. Called into ex- 
istence for a particular cause or legislative lobby campaign, they often dry 
up and blow away once the campaign is over. The tendency of groups to 
appear and disappear creates another form of camouflage, making it dif- 
ficult for journalists and everyday citizens to sort out the bewildering pro- 
liferation of names and acronyms.’ This was indeed what happened with 
The Advancement of Sound Science Coalition, which was quietly retired 
in late 1998. Its legacy, however, continues. Milloy’s Junk Science Home 
Page now claims to be sponsored by an organization called “Citizens for 
the Integrity of Science,” about which no further information is publicly 
available. It is one of dozens, if not hundreds, of industry-funded organi- 
zations and conservative think tanks that continue to wave the sound sci- 
ence banner. Some are large and well-known, while others are small-scale 
operations, as the following examples illustrate: 


e The Washington Legal Foundation continues to press the cam- 
paign against “junk science in the courtroom.” It runs quarter-page 
advertisements in the New York Times, calling them “public service 
messages” by “free enterprise advocates with public interest know 
how.” In a 1997 ad, headlined “Junk Science Makes Junk Law,” the 
WLF recited the familiar litany—Alar, Bendectin, breast implants. 
“Just imagine the products Americans will never have because of 
junk science,” it concluded.” Internal Philip Morris documents de- 
scribe WLF as “a close ally of PM for many years. WLF has been 
involved in numerous aspects of the tobacco industry debate. They 
have filed amicus briefs against the EPA; they have written and pro- 
moted policy papers supporting our position on the advertising/First 
Amendment issue; and, most recently, they authored a major paper 
detailing why the tobacco industry is already one of the most highly 
regulated industries in America and does not need further regulatory 
control.”” 

e The Hudson Institute, a conservative think tank that spent the 
1960s and 1970s envisioning nuclear war scenarios and defending 
the war in Vietnam, today employs “adjunct scholar” Dennis T. Avery 
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as an in-house, anti-environmentalist expert on junk science. Avery 
is author of the tract Saving the Planet with Pesticides and Plastic and 
has championed the idea that organic food is more dangerous than 
foods grown using synthetic pesticides. In the fall of 1998, Avery 
began claiming that “people who eat organic and ‘natural’ foods are 
eight times as likely as the rest of the population to be attacked by 
a deadly new strain of E. coli bacteria (0157:H7).” This happens, he 
says, because organic food is grown in animal manure. He claims his 
data comes from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC), the 
federal agency that tracks outbreaks of foodborne illness. In reality, 
organic food is no more likely to be grown in animal manure than 
nonorganic food. The CDC vigorously denies Avery's claim and has 
even gone to the unusual step of issuing a news release disavowing 
it. Nevertheless, Avery's message has been repeated in media op-ed 
pieces written by Avery with titles such as “Organic Foods Can 
Make You Sick”” and in news stories by the Wall Street Journal, the 
Associated Press, and numerous other publications in the United 
States and Europe. In February 2000, Avery was the featured expert 
for an ABC 20/20 story by television reporter John Stossel which 
speculated that “buying organic could kill you.” Stossel’s piece made 
no mention of Avery's affiliation with the Hudson Institute, let alone 
any mention of the institute's corporate funding from agrichemical 
and agribusiness heavyweights, including Monsanto, DuPont, Dow- 
Elanco, Sandoz, Ciba-Geigy, ConAgra, Cargill, and Procter & Gam- 
ble. Stossel also claimed that 20/20’s own laboratory tests had found 
as many pesticide residues on organic produce as on the conven- 
tionally grown variety—a claim the network would have to retract 
later when its researchers admitted that no such tests had been 
conducted. 


e The Competitive Enterprise Institute, backed by major oil compa- 
nies, claims that “thousands of scientists agree there's no solid evi- 
dence of a global-warming problem.” It boasts of media hits in the 
Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, USA Today, MacNeil/Lehrer 
News Hour, Good Morning America, and Larry King Live. CEI’s ac- 
tivities include a “Death by Regulation” project aimed at “shifting 
the policy debate” about environmental regulations by making the 
argument that “government intervention carries its own deadly con- 
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sequences.” It claims, for example, that automobile emissions stan- 
dards drive consumers to buy smaller, flimsier automobiles, causing 
more deaths from car crashes. Similarly, it argues that there are “ad- 
verse public health effects of medical drug regulation and nutri- 
tional labeling.” Drug regulations, it says, keep new medications off 
the market. As for nutritional labeling, it believes that wine makers 
should be able to advertise that wine consumption prevents heart at- 
tacks.” However, there should be no requirement for labeling of 
milk from rBGH-treated cows. During the peak of the PR campaign 
against EPA’s secondhand smoke report, CEI cranked out opinion 
articles for major newspapers with titles such as “A Smoking Gun 
Firing Blanks,” “EPA’s Bad Science Mars ETS Report,” and “Safety 
Is a Relative Thing for Cars; Why Not for Cigarettes?” CE] funders 
include the American Petroleum Institute, Amoco, ARCO Founda- 
tion, Armstrong Foundation, Burlington Northern Railroad Co., 
Carthage Foundation, Charles C. Koch Charitable Foundation, 
Claude R. Lambe Charitable Foundation, Coca-Cola, CSX Corp., 
David H. Koch Charitable Foundation, Detroit Farming Inc., Dow 
Chemical, EBCO Corp., Ford Motor Co., General Motors, IBM, 
JM Foundation, Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, Pfizer Inc., 
Philip Morris Companies, Phillip M. McKenna Foundation, Preci- 
sion Valve Corp., Sarah Scaife Foundation, Smith Richardson Foun- 
dation, and Texaco Foundation. 


The Illinois-based Heartland Institute publishes anti-environmental 
books with titles like Eco-Sanity by institute president Joe Bast. It 
also has a “PolicyFax” system through which it makes position papers 
available on a wide range of issues, including reprints of essays by 
Jacob Sullum, ACSH, the Cato Institute, the National Smokers Al- 
liance, Michael Fumento, and the Tobacco Institute. Although the 
PolicyFax database includes numerous reprints of articles by Eliza- 
beth Whelan, her writings against the tobacco industry are not in- 
cluded. In addition to repeating the conservative line on everything 
from Alar to biotechnology to dioxin, Heartland enthusiastically re- 
iterates the tobacco industry line on secondhand smoke. Its board 
of directors hails from General Motors, Amoco, Procter & Gamble, 
and Philip Morris, companies that are also among its principal con- 
tributors. An internal Philip Morris memo from March 1994 notes 
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that Philip Morris “provided technical comments for the Heartland 


Institute's book on Eco-Sanity.”’® 


e The American Policy Center (APC), headed by longtime PR pro 
Thomas DeWeese, weighs in on what can safely be called the loony 
fringe of the sound science movement. One issue of the APC’s 
newsletter attacks longtime environmentalist and author Jeremy 
Rifkin as “anti-industry, anti-civilization, anti-people” and accuses 
him of preaching “suicide, abortion, cannibalism and sodomy.” 

The APC is also the publisher of a report titled “Safeguarding the 

Future: Credible Science, Credible Decisions,” which says EPA 

regulatory initiatives rest on “shaky scientific ground.” It also pub- 

lishes a newsletter called EPA Watch, edited by Bonner Cohen, 
which accuses the EPA of everything from destroying the U.S. econ- 
omy to trying to stop people from taking showers. A Philip Morris 
strategy document describes EPA Watch as an “asset” created by PM 
funding allocated “to establish groups . . . that have a broader impact 
for PM.” Another strategy memo discusses plans to promote “EPA 

Watch/Bonner Cohen as expert on EPA matters, i.e., regular syndi- 

cated radio features on EPA activities . . . news bureau function, 

speaking engagements, whatever can be done to increase his visi- 
bility and credibility on matters dealing with the EPA.”®° 


e The National Anxiety Center calls itself “a think tank headquar- 
tered in Maplewood, New Jersey” whose mission is to dispel the 
“widespread, baseless fears” fostered by environmentalism regarding 
deforestation, pesticides, garbage, and endangered species. Its 
founder and sole proprietor is Alan Caruba, a longtime PR adviser 
to the pesticide industry and a personal friend of Steven Milloy. On 
his website (www.anxietycenter.com), Caruba attacks everyone from 
EPA director Carol Browner to now-deceased oceanologist Jacques 
Cousteau as co-conspirators in a ‘green genocide agenda’ to “save 
the earth by killing humans.” Caruba also contributes to the 
newsletter of the American Policy Center. 


Experts at Being Experts 


Since ideology, not science, unites industry's self-proclaimed debunkers of 
junk science, it is not surprising that many of industry’s “experts” on sci- 
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entific matters are themselves nonscientists. In July 1997, the Clearing- 
house on Environmental Advocacy and Research (CLEAR) issued an 
analysis of the “sound science” movement titled “Show Me the Science! 
Corporate Polluters and the ‘Junk Science’ Strategy.” It examined the cre- 
dentials of many leading “science experts” in the Directory of Environ- 
mental Scientists and Economists, published in 1996 by the conservative 
National Center for Public Policy Research (NCPPR). Ostensibly, the di- 
rectory purported to identify experts in 27 policy fields, ranging alphabet- 
ically from agriculture to wildlife. “The environment is too important to 
leave in the hands of political activists,” it stated in the introduction. “Yet, 
this is precisely where the United States has left most environmental de- 
cision making in recent years. Political activists—not authentic environ- 
mental scholars, scientists and economists—have come to dominate both 
the headlines and Washington's legislative agenda.” Upon scrutinizing the 
directory, however, CLEAR found that fewer than half of the experts listed 
in NCPPR’s directory were actual scientists, and in fact only 51 of the 141 
individuals listed had a Ph.D. in any field whatsoever. 

This does not mean that there are no reputable scientists who support 
the positions taken by groups like TASSC and ACSH. Norman Borlaug, 
a Nobel Prize recipient, has been involved with ACSH for many years and 
currently sits on the ACSH board of directors. Former U.S. Surgeon Gen- 
eral C. Everett Koop and former JAMA editor George Lundberg (whose 
firing Steven Milloy claims to have helped engineer) are also prominent 
ACSH supporters. For that matter, TASSC in its heyday was able to call 
on the support of Frederick J. Seitz, an eminent researcher in the field of 
solid-state physics, past president of the National Academy of Sciences, 
and retired president of Rockefeller University. 

Even scientists are human beings. They may be brilliant in a partic- 
ular field of research but naive or uninformed about fields outside their 
specialty, and they are not immune from political ideologies or the lure of 
money. The conservative political views of Koop and Seitz are well-known. 
Although Koop certainly deserves credit for his principled stand regarding 
tobacco, since leaving public office he has participated in several ven- 
tures that call into question his objectivity and ability to avoid ethical con- 
flicts of interest. In April 1999, for example, he circulated a letter in 
Congress urging legislators to allow the Schering-Plough Corporation to 
extend the patent on its allergy drug Claritin. By keeping the drug under 
patent, the company would be able to prevent other companies from of- 
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fering cheaper generic versions, thereby garnering an estimated $1 billion 
in additional profits. The following month, he met with members of Con- 
gress to defend the company’s position on legislation involving another 
drug used to treat hepatitis C. Koop did not disclose that Schering-Plough 
had given a $1 million grant earlier that year to his nonprofit organization, 
the Koop Foundation.*! 

On another occasion, Koop testified in defense of latex gloves, which 
have been linked to life-threatening allergies. Latex allergies affect roughly 
3 percent of the general population and upward of 10 percent of health 
care workers who are regularly exposed through the use of latex gloves and 
other medical supplies. An estimated 200,000 nurses have developed latex 
allergies, which can be disabling and even deadly. Alternatives to latex 
exist and are gradually being adopted by the health care industry, but 
Koop told Congress that latex glove concerns are “borderline hysteria.” He 
also claimed—falsely, as he later discovered—that a study undercutting 
concerns about latex gloves had been conducted by the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. In fact, the study he cited had been 
sponsored by a company that makes the gloves. And Koop had failed to 
disclose the fact that two years previously another maker of latex gloves 
had paid him a reported $656,250 in consulting fees to serve as a 
“spokesman for the company.”*? 

“What this long admired and respected man has done in taking money 
from a glove manufacturer and then speaking out on its behalf is wrong,” 
said Susan Wilburn, senior specialist in occupational safety and health for 
the American Nurses Association. Another ANA representative, 
Michelle Nawar, noted that latex allergy “is a very serious disease” that 
“can be a debilitating, career-ending illness.” In fact, five deaths have 
been reported from using latex gloves, four involving nurses.** 

The conflicts of interest involving Frederick Seitz are even more 
telling. Shortly before his retirement from Rockefeller University in 1979, 
he went to work as a “permanent consultant” to the R. J. Reynolds tobacco 
company, a hiring that was deliberately not publicized.® The tobacco in- 
dustry eagerly traded on Seitz’s reputation, even though R. J. Reynolds 
CEO William Hobbs privately advised executives at Philip Morris in 1989 
that Seitz was “quite elderly and not sufficiently rational to offer advice.”*° 
In June 1993, the CNN news network ran a report citing claims by Philip 
Morris that “prominent scientists privately agree” with its opinion of the 
EPA risk assessment of secondhand smoke. “We asked for specifics, 
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promising anonymity if necessary,” stated CNN correspondent Steve 
Young. “The only name Philip Morris provided was the former president 
of this prestigious institution, Rockefeller University, in New York.” Al- 
though CNN never discovered Seitz’s background as a tobacco industry 
consultant, he did not perform well in his role as third-party spokesperson. 
When Young called Seitz to ask directly if he had said that EPA's report 
was based on flawed science, Seitz responded, “No, I have not.” 

“You have not said that?” Young asked again. 

“I have not said that, no,” Seitz replied. 

“Well, why not?” 

“I haven't read it,” Seitz replied.*’ 

That same month, however, Multinational Business Services (Jim 
Tozzi’s lobby shop and Steven Milloy’s former employer) reported to Philip 
Morris that it had “initiated discussions with Dr. Seitz of Rockefeller Uni- 
versity to support MBS findings on ETS.” The following year, a report ap- 
peared with Seitz listed as the author, concluding that “there is no good 
scientific evidence that moderate passive inhalation of tobacco smoke is 
truly dangerous under normal circumstances.”*” 


The Legacy 


Industry's campaign to stigmatize environmental and consumer health ad- 
vocates has left its mark and continues to influence public and media at- 
titudes. In 1999, University of Pennsylvania professor Edward S. Herman 
surveyed 258 articles in mainstream newspapers that used the term “junk 
science” during the years 1996 through 1998. Only 8 percent of the arti- 
cles used the term in reference to corporate-manipulated science. By con- 
trast, 62 percent used the term “junk science” in reference to scientific 
arguments used by environmentalists, other corporate critics, or personal- 
injury lawyers engaged in suing corporations.” 

“What’s starting to happen is that this term, ‘junk science,’ is being 
thrown around all the time,” says Lucinda Finley, a law professor from the 
State University of New York at Buffalo who specializes in product liabil- 
ity and women’s health. “People are calling scientists who disagree with 
them purveyors of ‘junk.’ But what we're really talking about is a very nor- 
mal process of scientific disagreement and give-and-take. Calling some- 
one a junk scientist’ is just a way of shutting them up.””! 

Industry's campaign against junk science has also provided a pretext 
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for growing infringements on such basic constitutional rights as freedom 
of speech. With the publication of Galileos Revenge, Peter Huber took the 
concept of junk science out of the courtroom and introduced it to the mass 
media. Elizabeth Whelan’s revisionist campaign to rehabilitate the image 
of Alar transformed Huber’s concept into a weapon for attacking the 
media. 

Huber charged that junk science was responsible for an avalanche of 
frivolous lawsuits, “The incentives for the lawyer today are simple and 
compelling,’ he wrote. “If the consensus in the scientific community is 
that a hazard is real and substantial, the trial bar will trumpet that con- 
sensus to support demands for compensation and punishment. If the 
consensus is that the hazard is imaginary or trivial, the bar will brush it 
aside, and dredge up experts from the fringe to swear otherwise. . . . Junk 
science, to put things bluntly, has become a very profitable business. . . . 
Costly towers of litigation are being erected on the soft, ever-shifting sands 
of junk science.’”” 

Once junk science was redefined as a media problem, however, or- 
ganizations like ACSH began to argue that what society needed was more 
lawsuits—lawsuits aimed not at corporations that make dangerous prod- 
ucts, but at citizens who question their safety. Writer Tom Holt posed this 
argument directly in ACSH’s quarterly magazine, Priorities. Holt’s essay 
was titled “Could Lawsuits Be the Cure for Junk Science?” It began with 
a review of the Alar saga, complaining bitterly that existing libel law “has 
been a major stumbling block to the progress of a lawsuit brought by the 
Washington Apple Growers against the Natural Resources Defense Coun- 
cil, perpetrators of the Alar scare. The growers initially filed suit in Yakima 
County (WA) Superior Court; but . . . the growers lost their case.” Fortu- 
nately, “agribusiness is now fighting back, shepherding what are known as 
‘agricultural product disparagement laws’ through state legislatures.””? 

Agricultural product disparagement laws were designed to rewrite 
the rules of evidence so that future lawsuits against food industry critics 
would have a better chance of winning in court. In the years since Alar hit 
the headlines, cries of “never again” from the food industry prompted leg- 
islatures to pass product disparagement laws in 13 states—Alabama, Ari- 
zona, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 
Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Dakota, and Texas. The new legislation 
was designed to protect industry profits by preventing people from ex- 
pressing opinions that might discourage consumers from buying particu- 
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lar foods. “An anti-disparagement law is needed because of incidents such 
as the Alar scare several years ago. Apple producers suffered substantial 
financial losses when people stopped eating apples,” argued the Ohio 
Farm Bureau in lobbying for the new law.”* According to Holt, the new 
laws placed “the onus on the disparaging activist, rather than under lia- 
bility law, which would place the onus on the grower or manufacturer of 
the disparaged product.””? Shifting the onus meant that instead of corpo- 
rations being forced to prove their critics were wrong, food safety critics 
could be judged guilty in court unless they could prove what they had said 
was correct. 

In 1996, one of the new state laws was used for the first time when 
Texas cattle ranchers sued TV talk show host Oprah Winfrey over remarks 
that one of her guests made regarding the dangers of mad cow disease. 
The case finally went to trial in 1998, culminating in a victory for Winfrey, 
after which a second group of cattle ranchers stepped forward and filed a 
similar lawsuit in a separate jurisdiction. The second lawsuit was finally 
dismissed in early 2000. By then, Winfrey had spent millions of dollars in 
attorney fees to defend herself. In Ohio, a consumer group ran afoul of an 
anti-disparagement law when it discovered that a local egg producer was 
washing and repackaging old eggs for resale. “We interviewed over 40 em- 
ployees who knew of the repackaging,” says Mark Finnegan, an attorney 
for the group. “We had workers tell us they found maggots in the eggs.” 
When the group went public with its finding, it got hit with a lawsuit and 
ran up large legal bills by the time the lawsuit was dropped. 

Within the legal profession, this tactic of suing opponents into the 
ground is known as a “SLAPP suit”—a “strategic lawsuit against public 
participation.” Often, an actual victory in court is not necessary in order 
to achieve victory. The real goal is to force the defendant to run up huge 
legal bills. For someone who lacks Oprah Winfrey's wealth, the costs of 
mounting a legal defense could literally mean financial bankruptcy, even 
if the case never goes to trial. 


Friends and Enemies 


Notwithstanding the differences between Steven Milloy and Elizabeth 
Whelan over the tobacco issue, they seem to have kissed and made up. An 
ACSH newsletter in early 2000 reported with satisfaction that ACSH had 
been mentioned favorably in several places on the Junk Science Home 
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Page. “The top story on Junkscience.com for December 24 was ACSH’s 
‘Love Canal: Health Hype vs. Health Fact, ” it stated.” 

ACSH returned the favor by helping disseminate a November 1999 
“scientific study” in which Milloy claimed to find dioxin in Ben & Jerry's 
ice cream. By any reasonable standard of scientific inquiry, Milloy’s study, 
coauthored with the Cato Institute’ Michael Gough, would itself have to 
be condemned as junk science. Milloy has frequently attacked real sci- 
entists for using small sample sizes in their studies, but his own study re- 
lied on only a single sample of ice cream. He and Gough simply purchased 
a carton of Ben & Jerry’s in a grocery store and took it to a laboratory for 
analysis. Their results, written in the style of a scientific research paper, 
were never published in a peer-reviewed scientific journal and would have 
a hard time finding a reputable publisher, given that their statement of 
methodology consisted in its entirety of a single sentence. As for the find- 
ing that Ben & Jerry’s ice cream contains dioxin, this is hardly surprising, 
since dioxin accumulates in fatty tissues and is therefore common in dairy 
products. The real point of the study was to attack Ben & Jerry's for 
“hypocrisy,” because the ice cream makers have been outspoken in calling 
for reforms that would reduce dioxin production and use a dioxin-free 
process to manufacture the cardboard cartons in which their product is 
packaged. 

It would be more accurate to characterize the Milloy-Gough study as 
a publicity stunt than as scientific research. ACSH, however, loved it. 
“Ben & Jerry's might be described as a chemically holier-than-thou com- 
pany,” stated an editorial on the ACSH website. “So it was more than a bit 
ironic when two investigators . . . found that the product contained traces 
of dioxin. .. . Ben & Jerry's has been caught in its own game.””’ The ACSH 
newsletter boasted subsequently that “the ACSH editorial on Ben & Jerry's 
ice cream received more than 700 hits over a 36-hour period.’”® 

The cozy relationship between ACSH and Milloy stands in marked 
contrast with their hostile relationship to other, reputable mainstream 
consumer and health groups such as the Center for Science in the Pub- 
lic Interest (CSPI). Milloy calls CSPI’s Nutrition Action Health Letter a 
“rag” and accuses the organization of “doing its best to scare Americans 
about food.” Whelan likewise calls CSPI “the nation’s leading food ter- 
rorist group” for its warnings about excessive fat, sugar, and artificial ad- 
ditives in restaurant and snack foods. In one funding appeal to the Kellogg 
Company, she boasted of her organization’s lengthy history of combat with 
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CSPI executive director Michael Jacobson over food issues. “We've been 
there to counter CSPI’s claims as he has attacked virtually every aspect of 
modern-day food technology, whether it be caffeine, sugar, dietary fiber, 
the fat-replacer Olestra, dietary fat and cholesterol, moderate consump- 
tion of alcohol—or whatever other alleged carcinogen, toxin, or ‘killer’ in- 
gredient his organization has singled out for indictment,” she stated. 

Whelan has long rankled at charges that ACSH is beholden to the 
corporations that pay its bills. “I’ve been called a paid liar for industry so 
many times, I’ve lost count,” she complained in 1997. She frequently cites 
her stand on tobacco as evidence of her personal integrity and has re- 
sponded to criticisms of her organization's reliance on industry funding by 
insinuating that prominent environmental and consumer groups are them- 
selves beholden to tobacco money. “My counterparts, why aren’t they 
quizzed as to funding?” she asked Washington Post reporter Howard Kurtz, 
adding that the Natural Resources Defense Council and CSPI receive 
“substantial funding from the cigarette families, including R. J. Reynolds 
family foundation. . . . Who knows where else they get their funding? 
They don’t publish their funding list on a regular basis.” 

When Kurtz investigated these allegations, however, he found that 
unlike ACSH, the NRDC and CSPI do disclose their institutional fund- 
ing sources. Whelan’s claim that NRDC and CSPI take tobacco money is 
based on the fact that both organizations have received some funding 
from the Mary Reynolds Babcock Foundation, which is run by second- 
and third-generation heirs of tobacco money who choose to give their 
money to liberal causes. 

But if CSPI’s several-degrees-of-separation links to tobacco money are 
worth mentioning, it seems only fair to note that Whelan serves on the ad- 
visory council of Consumer Alert, a tobacco-financed front group for in- 
dustry. Founded by former Bush administration chief of staff John 
Sununu, Consumer Alert is funded by Philip Morris along with the Coors 
Company, the Beer Institute, Monsanto, the Chemical Manufacturers 
Association, Chevron, Exxon, American Cyanamid, and a host of other 
usual corporate sponsors. In 1993, when the Clinton administration pro- 
posed raising cigarette taxes to fund its health plan, Consumer Alert 
worked closely with Philip Morris to attack the plan. “The antithesis of the 
Nader/Citizen Action brand of ‘consumer defense, Consumer Alert has 
worked with us in the promotion of the concept that the Clinton plan is 
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anti-consumer,” stated a Philip Morris strategy document. “Via continua- 
tion of their forums, position papers and op-eds, we are discussing a fur- 
ther media blitz for early Spring.”” 

In fact, ACSH has numerous ties, through its board of directors and 
advisory board, to many of the conservative, tobacco-funded organizations 
that Whelan accuses of “blurred vision” on tobacco. The ACSH advisory 
board includes representatives of the Hudson Institute, the Progress & 
Freedom Foundation and the Cato Institute, all of which receive funding 
from the tobacco industry and oppose efforts to regulate tobacco. Priori- 
ties magazine also repeatedly publishes articles from people affiliated with 
these and other pro-tobacco think tanks, including the Competitive En- 
terprise Institute and the Capital Research Center (which published two 
books in the 1990s denying that direct smoking causes cancer).'°° The 17- 
member ACSH board of directors includes Henry Miller, a former FDA 
official now at the Hoover Institution, who regularly grinds an ax against 
what he considers the FDA's “extraordinarily burdensome regulations” re- 
garding genetically engineered foods and new drugs. In 1996, Miller also 
editorialized against the FDA's proposal to regulate tobacco. “The FDA's 
anti-tobacco initiative . . . has not been without its own costs to American 
consumers and taxpayers,” he stated, describing FDA commissioner David 
Kessler as “personally consumed by this single issue.” 

Priorities has also published the work of Jacob Sullum, the Reason 
magazine editor whose vociferous defense of the tobacco industry ap- 
peared in full-page newspaper ads paid for by Philip Morris and R. J. 
Reynolds. Whelan is well aware of Sullum’s track record as a tobacco de- 
fender, stating on one occasion that he “defies the now nearly unanimous 
view of scientists that ETS can be harmful.”'®! In 1996, however, an essay 
by Sullum, titled “What the Doctor Orders,” appeared as a Priorities cover 
story. In it, Sullum attacked government efforts to curb smoking, alcohol 
and drug abuse, along with handgun controls and motorcycle helmet and 
seat-belt laws, calling them examples of the “fundamentally collectivist . .. 
aims of the public health movement.” In an accompanying letter, Whelan 
and ACSH Director of Public Health William London described Sullum’s 
essay as ‘the most important critique of governmental public health ac- 
tivities we have seen,” which “should be assigned reading in every school 
of public health.” The same issue of Priorities offered commentaries on the 
Sullum article from eight other writers, who mingled similar words of 
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praise with occasional criticisms. To finish off this “symposium,” Sullum 
concluded with a final response in which he threw in an attack on Med- 
icaid and Medicare for good measure. 

What binds ACSH to thinkers like Milloy and Sullum is their com- 
mon roots in a right-wing, “free market” ideology that overrides even Eliz- 
abeth Whelan’s awareness of tobacco’s dangers. These ideological 
underpinnings explain why Whelan blames the rest of the anti-tobacco 
movement for the failure of other conservatives to join them. “Discus- 
sions of tobacco and health policies are dominated almost exclusively by 
well-meaning social engineers and safety alarmists whose expansive 
agenda all but guarantees that many on the right reflexively gravitate to the 
opposite camp,” she argues. “In this way, liberal anti-smoking enthusiasts 
have poisoned the waters for the political right.” 

The same ideology sometimes places Whelan at loggerheads with the 
opinions and strategies of the rest of the anti-tobacco movement. In May 
1998, for example, ACSH and the pro-tobacco Competitive Enterprise In- 
stitute joined forces in a bizarre appeal for Congress to prove its “sincer- 
ity” by offering a tax rebate to adult smokers. Legislation then pending 
would have raised tobacco taxes (and thereby prices) in order to deter 
underage smoking. “If these taxes are truly aimed at reducing underage 
smoking, then Congress should give rebates of the tax to adult smokers,” 
argued Whelan and CE] General Counsel Sam Kazman in a joint news re- 
lease. “By rebating the revenues collected from adult smokers,” they rea- 
soned, “Congress could unequivocally demonstrate the purity of its 
motives—or it could drop the matter entirely.” 

Left unanswered was the question of how vendors were supposed to 
rebate the tax to adults without also rebating it to minors—who, after all, 
cannot legally buy their cigarettes directly, since sale of tobacco products 
to minors is already prohibited. 


Defining Terms 


One of the striking things about the concept of “junk science” has been 
the refusal of its theorists to offer a meaningful definition of the term. 
Huber defines junk science as “a hodgepodge of biased data, spurious in- 
ference and logical legerdemain, patched together by researchers whose 
enthusiasm for discovery and diagnosis far outstrips their skill.” Milloy’s 
website defines junk science as “bad science used by lawsuit-happy trial 
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lawyers, the ‘food police,’ environmental Chicken Littles, power-drunk 
regulators, and unethical-to-dishonest scientists to fuel specious lawsuits, 
wacky social and political agendas, and the quest for personal fame and 
fortune.” Neither of these definitions offers any way of distinguishing 
good from bad science. Instead, they consist of ad hominem attacks on the 
motives, morals, or competence of anyone who differs from the worldview 
of their authors. 

The absence of real standards for distinguishing between junk science 
and sound science allows corporate apologists to use the term with con- 
fidence, while simultaneously managing to amicably disagree about an 
issue as fundamental and important as tobacco. The concept of junk sci- 
ence serves as a convenient way of reconciling their pro-corporate bias 
with pretensions of scientific superiority, while simultaneously glossing 
over ethical conflicts of interest. 

Equally disturbing is the sheer amount of rhetorical venom and bile 
that the junkyard dogs of science have injected into public policy discus- 
sions, polarizing debates and lowering rather than elevating the tone of 
public scientific discourse. Some of the most respected voices in public 
life have been targeted for attack. Since its founding in 1936, Consumers 
Union and its monthly publication, Consumer Reports, have been icons of 
integrity, offering impartial scientific testing of consumer products and 
also serving as advocates for real consumer protection. None of this mat- 
ters to “Junkman’” Steven Milloy. In 1999 he launched a second website, 
called “Consumer Distorts” (www.consumerdistorts.com), which accuses 
Consumer Reports of socialism, sensationalism, and “scaring consumers 
away from products.” ACSH has also gone to war repeatedly with Con- 
sumers Union, accusing it of “irresponsible fear-mongering” for its reports 
on health threats represented by pesticides and other chemicals found in 
foods and common household items. 

The failure of the self-proclaimed “sound science” movement to pro- 
vide a sound methodology is doubly disappointing because, in the end, the 
critics of junk science have a certain amount of truth on their side. There 
is indeed a great deal of bad science in the news media and in court- 
rooms, and not all of it comes from corporations. Over the years, both 
business marketers and advocacy groups have become highly skilled at in- 
venting and exaggerating fears, dealing in dubious statistics and using 
emotional appeals to sell products or mobilize public support for causes. 
The time constraints and visual nature of television make simple messages 
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stand out more easily than complex ones, and marketers have learned to 
exploit this reality of the modern mass media. In addition to the political 
goals that underlie these appeals, sometimes there are commercial motives 
as well. Great profits can be made by selling overhyped “natural” food 
supplements like shark cartilage and melatonin. ACSH has rightly criti- 
cized some of these marketing ploys as the scams that they are. 

The problem is that neither Elizabeth Whelan nor Steven Milloy— 
nor, for that matter, any of the other attack dogs in the junk science war— 
seem capable of distinguishing between scam artists and reputable voices 
in today’s debates over environmental safety and public health. The con- 
cept of junk science, as they have defined it, has proven itself unable to 
separate the wheat from the chaff. A movement that cannot tell whether 
tobacco science is junk science has little right to pose as society's scien- 
tific arbiter. 


Global Warming 
Is Good for You 


In the United States the mere threat of 
impending climate change has impelled the 
oil and coal industries to engineer a policy 
of denial. While this campaign may seem at 
this point no more sinister than any other 
public relations program, it possesses a 
subtle antidemocratic, even totalitarian 
potential insofar as it curbs the free flow of 
information, dominates the deliberations 
of Congress, and obstructs all meaningful 
international attempts to address the 
gathering crisis. 

—Ross Gelbspan, The Heat is On! 


W: the exception of nuclear war, it is hard to imagi... — 
higher-stakes issue than global warming. The idea that 


industrial emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases might 
lead to climate change has been seriously discussed among scientists 
since 1957. It first became a topic of public debate during the brutally hot 
summer of 1988, when Dr. James Hansen of NASA's Goddard Institute 
for Space Studies warned a congressional panel that human industrial ac- 
tivities were already exerting a measurable and mounting impact on the 
earth's climate. Hansen's testimony prompted Time magazine to editori- 
alize that global warming’s “possible consequences are so scary that it is 
only prudent for governments to slow the buildup of carbon dioxide 
through preventive measures.”? As subsequent years saw a succession of 
record global temperatures, climatologists became increasingly concerned 
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by what their computer models were telling them. The most authoritative 
statement of these concerns is a November 1995 report issued by the In- 
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a group of some 2,500 
climatologists from throughout the world that advises the United Nations. 
It predicted “widespread economic, social and environmental dislocation 
over the next century” if action is not taken soon to restrict greenhouse gas 
emissions. To avert catastrophe, the IPCC has called for policy measures 
to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases by 20 percent below 1990 levels 
initially and ultimately reduce those emissions by 70 percent. 

Automobile exhausts, coal-burning power plants, factory smoke- 
stacks, and other vented wastes of the industrial age now pump six billion 
tons of carbon dioxide and other “greenhouse gases” into the earth’s at- 
mosphere each year. They are called greenhouse gases because they trap 
radiant energy from the sun that would otherwise be reflected back into 
space. The fact that a natural greenhouse effect occurs is well-known and 
is not debated. Without it, in fact, temperatures would drop so low that 
oceans would freeze and life as we know it would be impossible. What 
climatologists are concerned about, however, is that increased levels of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are causing more heat to be trapped. 
Concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are currently at 
their highest level in 420,000 years.’ 

“The basic science of global warming has not changed since the topic 
was raised earlier in this century,” notes a December 1999 open letter by 
the directors of the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra- 
tion and the British Meteorological Office. “Furthermore, the consensus 
of opinion has been growing, within both the scientific and the business 
communities. Our new data and understanding now point to the critical 
situation we face: to slow future change, we must start taking action soon. 
At the same time, because of our past and ongoing activities, we must start 
to learn to live with the likely consequences—more extreme weather, ris- 
ing sea levels, changing precipitation patterns, ecological and agricultural 
dislocations, and the increased spread of human disease. . . . Ignoring cli- 
mate change will surely be the most costly of all possible choices, for us 
and our children.”* 

“There is no debate among statured scientists of what is happening,” 
says James McCarthy, who chairs the Advisory Committee on the Envi- 
ronment of the International Committee of Scientific Unions. “The only 
debate is the rate at which it’s happening.” Between 1987 and 1993, Mc- 
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Carthy oversaw the work of the leading climate scientists from 60 na- 
tions as they developed the IPCC’s landmark 1995 report. 

There are, of course, areas of considerable outstanding dispute and 
genuine scientific uncertainty. No one knows how rapid or drastic global 
warming will turn out to be, or how severely it will affect food production, 
ocean levels, or the spread of disease. There is also debate over the extent 
to which global warming has already contributed to droughts, intense hur- 
ricanes, and environmental degradation such as coral bleaching. Given 
these uncertainties, it is difficult to talk of a “worst-case scenario,” but the 
scenarios that are plausible include many that are dire enough. A number 
of these possibilities are discussed in Ross Gelbspan’s book The Heat Is 
On. Gelbspan quotes the late Dr. Henry Kendall, a Nobel Prize-winning 
physicist, who worried that climate change could disrupt farming at a 
time when earth's growing population is already creating unprecedented 
demands on agriculture. “The world’s food supply,” Kendall said in 1995, 
“must double within the next thirty years to feed the population, which 
will double within the next sixty years. Otherwise, before the middle of the 
next century—as many countries in the developing world run out of 
enough water to irrigate their crops—population will outrun its food sup- 
ply, and you will see chaos. All we need is another hit from climate 
change—a series of droughts or crop-destroying rains—and we're looking 
down the mouth of a cannon.” 

Gelbspan worries that a global disaster of this magnitude would not 
only mean mass starvation but would threaten the survival of democratic 
institutions, particularly in developing nations. “In many of these coun- 
tries, where democratic traditions are as fragile as the ecosystem, a rever- 
sion to dictatorship will require only a few ecological states of emergency,’ 
he warns. “Their governments will quickly find democracy to be too cum- 
bersome for responding to disruptions in food supplies, water sources, 
and human health—as well as to a floodtide of environmental refugees 
from homelands that have become incapable of feeding and supporting 
them.” This vision of the future—a starving world under martial law—is 
by no means inevitable, but the groups pushing for strong measures to 
curb global warming believe that the nightmare scenarios are plausible 
enough to justify invoking the precautionary principle. 

For the oil, coal, auto, and manufacturing industries, warnings of this 
sort involve another kind of high stakes. Any measures to control emissions 
of greenhouse gases threaten their long-standing habits of doing business. 
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They view scientists’ conclusions about global warming with the same 
interest-driven hostility that the tobacco industry shows toward scientists 
who study lung cancer. Like the tobacco industry, they have pumped mil- 
lions of dollars into efforts to debunk the science they hate. They have 
found little support, however, among the “statured scientists” to whom 
McCarthy refers—the people who are actually involved in relevant re- 
search and whose work has been published in peer-reviewed scientific 
journals. The global warming consensus among these scientists is so 
strong that the oil and auto industries have been forced far afield in their 
search for voices willing to join in their denial. What is remarkable, given 
this fact, is the extent to which industry PR has been successful in creat- 
ing the illusion that global warming is some kind of controversial, hotly dis- 
puted theory. 


Lobbying for Lethargy 


In 1989, not long after James Hansen’s highly publicized testimony before 
Congress and shortly after the first meeting of the UN’s Intergovernmen- 
tal Panel on Climate Change, the Burson-Marsteller PR firm created the 
Global Climate Coalition (GCC). Chaired by William O'Keefe, an exec- 
utive for the American Petroleum Institute, the GCC operated until 1997 
out of the offices of the National Association of Manufacturers. Its mem- 
bers have included the American Automobile Manufacturers Association, 
Amoco, the American Forest & Paper Association, American Petroleum In- 
stitute, Chevron, Chrysler, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Dow Chem- 
ical, Exxon, Ford, General Motors, Mobil, Shell, Texaco, Union Carbide, 
and more than 40 other corporations and trade associations. The GCC has 
also used “Junkman” Steven Milloy’s former employer, the EOP Group, as 
well as the E. Bruce Harrison Company, a subsidiary of the giant Ruder 
Finn PR firm. Within the public relations industry, Harrison is an almost 
legendary figure who is ironically considered “the founder of green PR” be- 
cause of his work for the pesticide industry in the 1960s, when he helped 
lead the attack on author Rachel Carson and her environmental classic 
Silent Spring. 

GCC has been the most outspoken and confrontational industry 
group in the United States battling reductions in greenhouse gas emis- 
sions. Its activities have included publication of glossy reports, aggressive 
lobbying at international climate negotiation meetings, and raising concern 
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about unemployment that it claims would result from emissions regula- 
tions. Since 1994 GCC alone has spent more than $63 million to combat 
any progress toward addressing the climate crisis. Its efforts are coordi- 
nated with separate campaigns by many of its members, such as the Na- 
tional Coal Association, which spent more than $700,000 on the global 
climate issue in 1992 and 1993, and the American Petroleum Institute, 
which paid the Burson-Marsteller PR firm $1.8 million in 1993 for a suc- 
cessful computer-driven “grassroots” letter and phone-in campaign to stop 
a proposed tax on fossil fuels. 

These numbers may not seem huge compared to the billions that 
corporations spend on advertising. The Coca-Cola company alone, for ex- 
ample, spends nearly $300 million per year on soft drink advertisements. 
But the Global Climate Coalition is not advertising a product. Its propa- 
ganda budget serves solely to influence the news media and government 
policymakers on a single issue and comes on top of the marketing, lobby- 
ing, and campaign contributions that industry already spends in the reg- 
ular course of doing business. In 1998, the oil and gas industries alone 
spent $58 million lobbying the U.S. Congress. For comparison’s sake, en- 
vironmental groups spent a relatively puny total of $4.7 million—on all is- 
sues combined, not just global warming.’ 

Industry's PR strategy with regard to the global warming issue is also 
eminently practical, with limited, realistic goals. Opinion polls for the 
past decade have consistently shown that the public would like to see 
something done about the global warming problem, along with many other 
environmental issues. Industry's PR strategy is not aimed at reversing the 
tide of public opinion, which may in any case be impossible. Its goal is 
simply to stop people from mobilizing to do anything about the problem, 
to create sufficient doubt in their minds about the seriousness of global 
warming that they will remain locked in debate and indecision. Friends of 
the Earth International describes this strategy as “lobbying for lethargy.” 

“People generally do not favor action on a non-alarming situation 
when arguments seem to be balanced on both sides and there is a clear 
doubt,” explains Phil Lesly, author of Leslys Handbook of Public Relations 
and Communications, a leading PR textbook. In order for the status quo 
to prevail, therefore, corporations have a simple task: “The weight of im- 
pressions on the public must be balanced so people will have doubts and 
lack motivation to take action. Accordingly, means are needed to get bal- 
ancing information into the stream from sources that the public will find 
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credible. There is no need for a clear-cut ‘victory... . Nurturing public 
doubts by demonstrating that this is not a clear-cut situation in support of 
the opponents usually is all that is necessary.’® 


In the Beginning There Was ICE 


As political theorist Göran Therborn has observed, there are three basic 
ways to keep people apathetic about a problem: (1) argue that it doesn't 
exist; (2) argue that it’s actually a good thing rather than a problem; or 
(3) argue that even if it is a problem, there's nothing they can do about it 
anyway.'Industry’s first propaganda responses to the problem of global 
warming focused on the first line of defense by attempting to deny that it 
was happening at all. In 1991, a corporate coalition composed of the Na- 
tional Coal Association, the Western Fuels Association, and Edison Elec- 
trical Institute created a PR front group called the “Information Council 
for the Environment” (ICE) and launched a $500,000 advertising and 
public relations campaign to, in ICE’s own words, “reposition global warm- 
ing as theory (not fact) 

To boost its credibility, ICE created a Scientific Advisory Panel that 
featured Patrick Michaels from the Department of Environmental Ser- 


” 
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vices at the University of Virginia; Robert Balling of Arizona State Uni- 
versity; and Sherwood Idso of the U.S. Water Conservation Laboratory. 
ICE's plan called for placing these three scientists, along with fellow 
greenhouse skeptic S. Fred Singer, professor emeritus of environmental 
sciences at the University of Virginia, in broadcast appearances, op-ed 
pages, and newspaper interviews. Bracy Williams & Co., a Washington- 
based PR firm, did the advance publicity work for the interviews. Another 
company was contracted to conduct opinion polls, which identified “older, 
less-educated males from larger households who are not typically active 
information-seekers” and “younger, lower-income women’ as “good targets 
for radio advertisements” that would “directly attack the proponents of 
global warming . . . through comparison of global warming to historical or 
mythical instances of gloom and doom.” One print advertisement pre- 
pared for the ICE campaign showed a sailing ship about to drop off the 
edge of a flat world into the jaws of a waiting dragon. The headline read: 
“Some say the earth is warming. Some also said the earth was flat.” An- 
other featured a cowering chicken under the headline “Who Told You the 
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Earth Was Warming . . . Chicken Little?” Another ad was targeted at 
Minneapolis readers and asked, “If the earth is getting warmer, why is 
Minneapolis getting colder?”!? 

“It will be interesting to see how the science approach sells,” com- 
mented an internal memo by the Edison Electric Institute’s William Brier. 
The campaign collapsed, however, after Briers comments and other in- 
ternal memoranda were leaked to the press. An embarrassed Michaels 
hastily disassociated himself from ICE, citing what he called its “blatant 
dishonesty.” 

Qualms notwithstanding, Michaels continues to benefit from his as- 
sociation with the fossil fuels industry. During an administrative hearing 
in Minnesota in May 1995, he testified that he had received $165,000 in 
funding during the previous five years from fuel companies, including 
$49,000 from the German Coal Association and funding from the West- 
ern Fuels company for a non-peer-reviewed journal that he edits called 
World Climate Report. Michaels has served as a paid expert witness for 
utilities in lawsuits involving the issue of global warming. He has written 
letters to the editor and op-ed pieces, appeared on television and radio, 
and testified before government bodies. He sits on the advisory boards of 
several industry-funded propaganda campaigns and is a “senior fellow’ at 
the Cato Institute. 

Other scientists who vocally defend the industry position have simi- 
lar entanglements. Robert Balling is a geologist by training whose work 
prior to 1990 focused on desertification and soil-related issues. Begin- 
ning with his work for the ICE campaign, he has received nearly $300,000 
in research funding from coal and oil interests, some of it in collaborations 
with Sherwood Idso. According to Peter Montague of the Environmental 
Research Foundation, S. Fred Singer “is now an ‘independent’ consul- 
tant” for companies including ARCO, Exxon Corporation, Shell Oil Com- 
pany, Sun Oi] Company, and Unocal Corporation. Rather than conducting 
research, Singer “spends his time writing letters to the editor and testify- 
ing before Congress.”!! Singer’s Science and Environmental Policy Project 
(SEPP) was originally set up by the Rev. Sun Myung Moon’s Unification 
Church, a frequent patron of conservative political causes. Although SEPP 
is no longer affiliated with Moon's cult, Singer’s editorials frequently ap- 
pear in the pages of the Unification Church-owned Washington Times 
newspaper.” 
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With all of these side deals and front groups in place, the collapse of 
ICE didn’t even slow industry’s propaganda effort. The scientists who par- 
ticipated in the ICE campaign—Michaels, Balling, Idso, and Singer— 
have simply been recycled into new organizations with new names. As 
Gelbspan observes, this “tiny group of dissenting scientists have been 
given prominent public visibility and congressional influence out of all pro- 
portion to their standing in the scientific community on the issue of global 
warming. They have used this platform to pound widely amplified drum- 
beats of doubt about climate change. These doubts are repeated in virtu- 
ally every climate-related story in every newspaper and every TV and radio 
news outlet in the country. By keeping the discussion focused on whether 
there really is a problem, these dozen or so dissidents—contradicting the 
consensus view held by the world’s top climate scientists—have until now 


prevented discussion about how to address the problem.”!? 


Smoke and Mirrors 


In addition to the Global Climate Coalition, a host of other industry- 
funded front groups have entered the fray. Although the GCC leads the 
campaign against climate change reform, it collaborates extensively with 
a network that includes industry trade associations, “property rights” 
groups affiliated with the anti-environmental Wise Use movement, and 
fringe groups such as Sovereignty International, which believes that global 
warming is a plot to enslave the world under a United Nations—led “world 
government.” 

Groups participating in industry's global warming campaign have in- 
cluded the American Energy Alliance (consisting of the National Associ- 
ation of Manufacturers, the American Petroleum Institute, and Edison 
Electric Institute), the Climate Council (run by Don Pearlman, a fixture 
at climate negotiations around the world and a member of the oil-client- 
heavy lobby firm of Patton Boggs), the International Climate Change Part- 
nership (whose members include BP, Elf, and DuPont), the International 
Chamber of Commerce and Citizens for a Sound Economy (a 
Washington-based lobby group whose funders include BMW, Boeing, BP, 
Chevron, GM, Mobil, Toyota, and Unilever). In 1997, international global 
warming treaty negotiations were held in Kyoto, Japan, prompting a bevy 
of industry groups to mobilize. Some of the participating groups were the 
following: 
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e The Global Climate Information Project (GCIP), launched on 
September 9, 1997, by some of the nation’s most powerful trade as- 
sociations, spent more than $13 million in newspaper and television 
advertising. The ads were produced by Goddard* Claussen/First 
Tuesday, a California-based PR firm whose clients include the Chlo- 
rine Chemistry Council, the Chemical Manufacturers Association, 
DuPont Merck Pharmaceuticals, and the Vinyl Siding Institute. 
Goddard* Claussen is notorious for its “Harry and Louise” adver- 
tisement that helped derail President Clinton's 1993 health reform 
proposal. Its global warming ads used a similar fearmongering strat- 
egy by claiming that a Kyoto treaty would raise gasoline prices by 50 
cents per gallon, leading to higher prices on everything from “heat 
to food to clothing.” The GCIP was represented by Richard Pollock, 
former director of Ralph Nader's group, Critical Mass, who has 
switched sides and now works as a senior vice president for Shand- 
wick Public Affairs, the second-largest PR firm in the United States. 
Recent Shandwick clients include Browning-Ferris Industries, Cen- 
tral Maine Power, Georgia-Pacific Corp., Monsanto Chemical Co., 
New York State Electric and Gas Co., Ciba-Geigy, Ford Motor Com- 
pany, Hydro-Quebec, Pfizer, and Procter & Gamble. 


e The Coalition for Vehicle Choice (CVC), a front group for auto- 
mobile manufacturers, launched its own advertising campaign, in- 
cluding a three-page ad in the Washington Post that blasted the 
Kyoto climate talks as an assault on the U.S. economy. Sponsors for 
the ad included hundreds of oil and gas companies, auto dealers and 
parts stores, along with a number of far-right organizations such as 
the American Land Rights Association and Sovereignty Interna- 
tional. CVC was originally founded in 1991 and has successfully 
prevented higher fuel-efficiency standards in U.S. autos and trucks. 
From the beginning, it has been represented by Ron DeFore, a for- 
mer vice president of E. Bruce Harrison's PR firm. Its budget in 
1993 was $2.2 million, all of which came from the big three au- 
tomakers—Ford, GM, and Chrysler. 


e The National Center for Public Policy Research, an industry- 
funded think tank, established a “Kyoto Earth Summit Information 
Center,” issued an “Earth Summit Fact Sheet,” and fed anti-treaty 
quotes to the media through a “free interview locator service” that 
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offered “assistance to journalists seeking interviews with leading 
scientists, economists, and public policy experts on global warming.” 


¢ The Advancement of Sound Science Coalition (TASSC), headed 
by “Junkman” Steven Milloy, attempted to stimulate anti-treaty e- 
mail to President Clinton by promising to enter writers’ names in a 
$1,000 sweepstakes drawing. Milloy’s website also heaps vitriol on 
the science of global warming, including attacks on the American 
Geophysical Union, the American Meteorological Society, and Na- 
ture Magazine. 


e The American Policy Center (APC) worked to mobilize a “Strike for 
Liberty,” calling on truckers to pull over to the side of the road for 
an hour and for farmers to drive tractors into key cities to “shut 
down the nation” as a protest against any Kyoto treaty. Signing the 
treaty, APC warned, would mean that “with a single stroke of the 
pen, our nation as we built it, as we have known it and as we have 
loved it will begin to disappear.” APC also appealed to anti-abortion 
activists with the claim that “Al Gore has said abortion should be 
used to reduce global warming.” 


Autograph Collections 


Waving petitions from scientists seems to be a favorite PR strategy of 
greenhouse skeptics. The website of S. Fred Singer's Science and Envi- 
ronmental Policy Project lists no fewer than four petitions, including the 
1992 “Statement by Atmospheric Scientists on Greenhouse Warming,” the 
“Heidelberg Appeal” (also from 1992), Singer's own “Leipzig Declaration 
on Global Climate Change” (1997), and the “Oregon Petition,” which 
was circulated in 1998 by physicist Frederick Seitz. Thanks to the echo 
chamber of numerous industry-funded think tanks, these petitions are 
widely cited by conservative voices in the “junk science” movement and 
given prominent play by reporters. 

The Heidelberg Appeal was first circulated at the 1992 Earth Sum- 
mit in Rio de Janeiro and has subsequently been endorsed by some 4,000 
scientists, including 72 Nobel Prize winners. It has also been enthusias- 
tically embraced by proponents of “sound science” such as Steven Milloy 
and Elizabeth Whelan and is frequently cited as proof that scientists re- 
ject not only the theory of global warming but also a host of other envi- 
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ronmental health risks associated with everything from pesticides in food 
to antibiotic-resistant bacteria. The Heidelberg Appeal warns of the “emer- 
gence of an irrational ideology which is opposed to scientific and indus- 
trial progress and impedes economic and social development” and advises 
“the authorities in charge of our planet’s destiny against decisions which 
are supported by pseudo-scientific arguments or false and non-relevant 
data... . The greatest evils which stalk our Earth are ignorance and op- 
pression, and not Science, Technology and Industry.” 

The only problem is that the Heidelberg Appeal makes no mention 
whatsoever of global warming, or for that matter of pesticides or antibiotic- 
resistant bacteria. It is simply a brief statement supporting rationality and 
science. Based on the text alone, it is the sort of document that virtually 
any scientist in the world might feel comfortable signing.'* Parts of the 
Heidelberg Appeal in fact appear to endorse environmental concerns, such 
as a sentence that states, “We fully subscribe to the objectives of a scien- 
tific ecology for a universe whose resources must be taken stock of, mon- 
itored and preserved.” Its 72 Nobel laureates include 49 who also signed 
the “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,” which was circulated that 
same year by the liberal Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) and at- 
tracted the majority of the world’s living Nobel laureates in science along 
with some 1,700 other leading scientists." In contrast with the vagueness 
of the Heidelberg Appeal; the “World Scientists’ Warning” is a very explicit 
environmental manifesto, stating that “human beings and the natural 
world are on a collision course” and citing ozone depletion, global climate 
change, air pollution, groundwater depletion, deforestation, overfishing, 
and species extinction among the trends that threaten to “so alter the liv- 
ing world that it will be unable to sustain life in the manner that we know.” 
More recently, 110 Nobel Prize-winning scientists signed another UCS 
petition, the 1997 “Call to Action,” which called specifically on world 
leaders to sign an effective global warming treaty at Kyoto.'° 

Like the Heidelberg Appeal, the Leipzig Declaration is named after 
a German city, giving it a patina of gray eminence. Signed by 110 people, 
including many of the signers of the earlier “Statement by Atmospheric 
Scientists,” it is widely cited by conservative voices in the “sound science” 
movement and is regarded in some circles as the gold standard of scien- 
tific expertise on the issue. It has been cited by Singer himself in editor- 
ial columns appearing in hundreds of conservative websites and major 
publications, including the Wall Street Journal, Miami Herald, Detroit 
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News, Chicago Tribune, Cleveland Plain Dealer, Memphis Commercial- 
Appeal, Seattle Times, and Orange County Register. Jeff Jacoby, a colum- 
nist with the Boston Globe, describes the signers of the Leipzig 
Declaration as “prominent scholars.” The Heritage Foundation calls them 
“noted scientists,” as do conservative think tanks such as Citizens for a 
Sound Economy, the Heartland Institute, and Australia’s Institute for Pub- 
lic Affairs. Both the Leipzig Declaration and Seitz’s Oregon Petition have 
been quoted as authoritative sources during deliberations in the U.S. Sen- 
ate and House of Representatives. 

When journalist David Olinger of the St. Petersburg Times investi- 
gated the Leipzig Declaration, however, he discovered that most of its 
signers have not dealt with climate issues at all and none of them is an ac- 
knowledged leading expert. Twenty-five of the signers were TV weather- 
men—a profession that requires no in-depth knowledge of climate 
research. Some did not even have a college degree, such as Dick Groeber 
of Dick’s Weather Service in Springfield, Ohio. Did Groeber regard him- 
self as a scientist? “I sort of consider myself so,” he said when asked. “I had 
two or three years of college training in the scientific area, and 30 or 40 
years of self-study.”'” Other signers included a dentist, a medical labora- 
tory researcher, a civil engineer, and an amateur meteorologist. Some were 
not even found to reside at the addresses they had given.!® A journalist 
with the Danish Broadcasting Company attempted to contact the decla- 
ration’s 33 European signers and found that four of them could not be lo- 
cated, 12 denied ever having signed, and some had not even heard of the 
Leipzig Declaration. Those who did admit signing included a medical 
doctor, a nuclear scientist, and an expert on flying insects.!? After dis- 
counting the signers whose credentials were inflated, irrelevant, false, or 
unverifiable, it turned out that only 20 of the names on the list had any sci- 
entific connection with the study of climate change, and some of those 
names were known to have obtained grants from the oil and fuel industry, 
including the German coal industry and the government of Kuwait (a 
major oil exporter). 


Some Like It Hot 


The Oregon Petition, sponsored by the Oregon Institute of Science and 
Medicine (OISM), was circulated in April 1998 in a bulk mailing to tens 
of thousands of U.S. scientists. In addition to the petition, the mailing in- 
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cluded what appeared to be a reprint of a scientific paper. Authored by 
Arthur B. Robinson and three other people, the paper was titled “Envi- 
ronmental Effects of Atmospheric Carbon Dioxide” and was printed in the 
same typeface and format as the official Proceedings of the National Acad- 
emy of Sciences (NAS). A cover note from Frederick Seitz, who had 
served as president of the NAS in the 1960s, added to the impression that 
Robinson’s paper was an official publication of the academy’s peer- 
reviewed journal. 

Robinson's paper claimed to show that pumping carbon dioxide into 
the atmosphere is actually a good thing. “As atmospheric CO, increases,” 
it stated, “plant growth rates increase. Also, leaves lose less water as CO, 
increases, so that plants are able to grow under drier conditions. Animal 
life, which depends upon plant life for food, increases proportionally.” As 
a result, Robinson concluded, industrial activities can be counted on to 
encourage greater species biodiversity and a greener planet. “As coal, oil, 
and natural gas are used to feed and lift from poverty vast numbers of peo- 
ple across the globe, more CO, will be released into the atmosphere,” the 
paper stated. “This will help to maintain and improve the health, longevity, 
prosperity, and productivity of all people. Human activities are believed to 
be responsible for the rise in CO, level of the atmosphere. Mankind is 
moving the carbon in coal, oil, and natural gas from below ground to the 
atmosphere and surface, where it is available for conversion into living 
things. We are living in an increasingly lush environment of plants and an- 
imals as a result of the CO, increase. Our children will enjoy an Earth 
with far more plant and animal life than that with which we now are 
blessed. This is a wonderful and unexpected gift from the Industrial 
Revolution.” 

In reality, neither Robinson's paper nor OISM’s petition drive had any- 
thing to do with the National Academy of Sciences, which first heard about 
the petition when its members began calling to ask if the NAS had taken 
a stand against the Kyoto treaty. The paper's author, Arthur Robinson, was 
not even a climate scientist. He was a biochemist with no published re- 
search in the field of climatology, and his paper had never been subjected 
to peer review by anyone with training in the field. In fact, the paper had 
never been accepted for publication anywhere, let alone in the NAS Pro- 
ceedings. It was self-published by Robinson, who did the typesetting him- 
self on his own computer under the auspices of the Oregon Institute of 
Science and Medicine, of which Robinson himself was the founder. 
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So what is the OISM, exactly? The bulk mailing that went out to sci- 
entists gave no further information, other than the address of a post office 
box. The OISM does have a website, however, where it describes itself as 
“a small research institute” in Cave Junction, Oregon, with a faculty of six 
people engaged in studying “biochemistry, diagnostic medicine, nutrition, 
preventive medicine and the molecular biology of aging.”*! The OISM 
also sells a book titled Nuclear War Survival Skills (foreword by H-bomb 
inventor Edward Teller), which argues that “the dangers from nuclear 
weapons have been distorted and exaggerated” into “demoralizing 
myths.” Like the Institute itself, Cave Junction (population 1,126) is a 
pretty obscure place. It is the sort of out-of-the-way location you might 
seek out if you were hoping to survive a nuclear war, but it is not known 
as a centér for scientific and medical research. 

“Robinson is hardly a reliable source,” observes journalist Ross Gelb- 
span. “As late as 1994 he declared that ozone depletion is a ‘hoax —a po- 
sition akin to defending the flat-earth theory. In his newsletter, he told 
readers it was safe to drink water irradiated by the Chernobyl nuclear 
plant, and he marketed a home-schooling kit for ‘parents concerned about 
socialism in the public schools.’ ”?? 

None of the coauthors of “Environmental Effects of Atmospheric 
Carbon Dioxide” had any more standing than Robinson himself as a cli- 
mate change researcher. They included Robinson's 22-year-old son, 
Zachary (home-schooled by his dad), along with astrophysicists Sallie Bal- 
iunas and Willie Soon. Both Baliunas and Soon worked with Frederick 
Seitz at the George C. Marshall Institute, a Washington, D.C., think tank 
where Seitz served as executive director.” Funded by a number of right- 
wing foundations, including Scaife and Bradley, the George C. Marshall 
Institute does not conduct any original research. It is a conservative think 
tank that was initially founded during the years of the Reagan adminis- 
tration to advocate funding for Reagan's Strategic Defense Initiative—the 
“Star Wars” weapons program.” Today, the Marshall Institute is still a big 
fan of high-tech weapons. In 1999, its website gave prominent placement 
to an essay by Col. Simon P. Worden titled “Why We Need the Air-Borne 
Laser,’ along with an essay titled “Missile Defense for Populations—What 
Does It Take? Why Are We Not Doing It?” Following the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, however, the Marshall Institute has adapted to the times by 
devoting much of its firepower to the war against environmentalism, and 
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in particular against the “scaremongers’ who raise warnings about global 
warming. 

“The mailing is clearly designed to be deceptive by giving people the 
impression that the article, which is full of half-truths, is a reprint and has 
passed peer review,” complained Raymond Pierrehumbert, an atmospheric 
chemist at the University of Chicago. NAS foreign secretary F. Sherwood 
Rowland, an atmospheric chemist, said researchers “are wondering if 
someone is trying to hoodwink them.” NAS council member Ralph J. Ci- 
cerone, dean of the School of Physical Sciences at the University of Cal- 
ifornia at Irvine, was particularly offended that Seitz described himself in 
the cover letter as a “past president” of the NAS. Although Seitz had in- 
deed held that title in the 1960s, Cicerone hoped that scientists who re- 
ceived the petition mailing would not be misled into believing that he 
“still has a role in governing the organization.” 

The NAS issued an unusually blunt formal response to the petition 
drive. “The NAS Council would like to make it clear that this petition has 
nothing to do with the National Academy of Sciences and that the man- 
uscript was not published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences or in any other peer-reviewed journal,” it stated in a news release. 
“The petition does not reflect the conclusions of expert reports of the 
Academy.” In fact, it pointed out, its own prior published study had shown 
that “even given the considerable uncertainties in our knowledge of the 
relevant phenomena, greenhouse warming poses a potential threat suffi- 
cient to merit prompt responses. Investment in mitigation measures acts 
as insurance protection against the great uncertainties and the possibility 
of dramatic surprises.’*’ 

Notwithstanding this rebuke, the Oregon Petition managed to garner 
15,000 signatures within a month’s time. Fred Singer called the petition 
“the latest and largest effort by rank-and-file scientists to express their op- 
position to schemes that subvert science for the sake of a political 
agenda.” 

Nebraska senator Chuck Hagel called it an “extraordinary response” 
and cited it as his basis for continuing to oppose a global warming treaty. 
“Nearly all of these 15,000 scientists have technical training suitable for 
evaluating climate research data,” Hagel said.2? Columns citing the Seitz 
petition and the Robinson paper as credible sources of opinion on the 
global warming issue have appeared in publications ranging from Newsday, 
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the Los Angeles Times, and Washington Post to the Austin-American States- 
man, Denver Post, and Wyoming Tribune-Eagle. 

In addition to the bulk mailing, OISM’s website enables people to add 
their names to the petition over the Internet, and by June 2000 it claimed 
to have recruited more than 19,000 scientists. The institute is so lax about 
screening names, however, that virtually anyone can sign, including for ex- 
ample Al Caruba, the pesticide-industry PR man and conservative ideo- 
logue whose “National Anxiety Center” we describe briefly in chapter 
nine. Caruba has editorialized on his own website against the science of 
global warming, calling it the “biggest hoax of the decade,” a “genocidal” 
campaign by environmentalists who believe that “humanity must be de- 
stroyed to ‘Save the Earth.’ . . . There is no global warming, but there is a 
global political agenda, comparable to the failed Soviet Union experiment 
with Communism, being orchestrated by the United Nations, supported 
by its many Green NGOs, to impose international treaties of every de- 
scription that would turn the institution into a global government, su- 
perceding the sovereignty of every nation in the world.” 

When questioned in 1998, OISM’s Arthur Robinson admitted that 
only 2,100 signers of the Oregon Petition had identified themselves as 
physicists, geophysicists, climatologists, or meteorologists, “and of those 
the greatest number are physicists.” The names of the signers are avail- 
able on the OISM’s website, but without listing any institutional affilia- 
tions or even city of residence, making it very difficult to determine their 
credentials or even whether they exist at all. When the Oregon Petition 
first circulated, in fact, environmental activists successfully added the 
names of several fictional characters and celebrities to the list, including 
John Grisham, Michael J. Fox, Drs. Frank Burns, B. J. Honeycutt, and 
Benjamin Pierce (from the TV show M*A*S*H), an individual by the 
name of “Dr. Red Wine,” and Geraldine Halliwell, formerly known as pop 
singer Ginger Spice of the Spice Girls. Ginger’s field of scientific special- 
ization was listed as “biology.”*! 


Casting Call 


In April 1998, at about the same time that the OISM’s petition first cir- 
culated, the New York Times reported on yet another propaganda scheme 
developed by the American Petroleum Institute. Joe Walker, a public re- 
lations representative of the API, had written an eight-page internal mem- 
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orandum outlining the plan, which unfortunately for the plotters was 
leaked by a whistle-blower. Walker's memorandum called for recruiting 
scientists “who do not have a long history of visibility and/or participation 
in the climate change debate.” Apparently, new faces were needed because 
the industry's long-standing scientific front men—Michaels, Balling, Idso, 
and Singer—had used up their credibility with journalists.** 

Walker's plan called for spending $5 million over two years to “maxi- 
mize the impact of scientific views consistent with ours on Congress, the 
media and other key audiences.” To measure success, a media tracking 
service would be hired to tally the percentage of news articles that raise 
questions about climate science and the number of radio talk show ap- 
pearances by scientists questioning the prevailing view. The budget in- 
cluded $600,000 to develop a cadre of 20 “respected climate scientists” 
and to “identify, recruit and train a team of five independent scientists to 
participate in media outreach.” (Unanswered, of course, was the question 
of how anyone who has been recruited and trained by the petroleum in- 
dustry can be honestly described as “independent.”) Once trained, these 
scientific spokesmodels would be sent around to meet with science writ- 
ers, newspaper editors, columnists, and television network correspon- 
dents, “thereby raising questions about and undercutting the ‘prevailing 
scientific wisdom.’ ”*? 

“One of the creepiest revelations is that oil companies and their allies 
intend to recruit bona fide scientists to help muddy the waters about 
global warming,” commented the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, seemingly un- 
aware that this “third party” strategy had been part of the industry cam- 
paign from day one.‘ 


Hot Talk, Slow Walk 


During the 1990s, Clinton-bashing was a common theme in industry's ap- 
peals to conservatives, using the argument that the global warming issue 
was a liberal attempt to replace private property with “socialism,” “bu- 
reaucracy, and “big government.” Particularly strong criticisms were lev- 
eled at then-Vice President Al Gore, who has spoken with occasional 
eloquence about the greenhouse effect and wrote about it in his book 
Earth in the Balance. Ironically, industry's attacks on Clinton and Gore 
helped conceal the Clinton administration’s own complicity in the effort 
to prevent any effective regulations on greenhouse emissions. 
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On the eve of Earth Day in April 1993, Clinton announced his in- 
tention to sign a treaty on global warming, only to spend the rest of his two 
terms in office waffling and backpedaling. His “Climate Change Action 
Plan” of October 1993 turned out to be a “voluntary effort,” depending en- 
tirely on the goodwill of industry for implementation. By early 1996, he 
was forced to admit that the plan was off track and would not even come 
close to meeting its goal for greenhouse gas reductions by the year 2000. 

In June 1997, Clinton addressed the United Nations Earth Summit 
and pledged a sustained U.S. commitment to stop global warming. Paint- 
ing a near-apocalyptic picture of encroaching seas and killer heat, he ac- 
knowledged that America’s record over the past five years was “not 
sufficient. . .. We must do better and we will.” Four months later, how- 
ever, he announced that realistic targets and timetables for cutting green- 
house gas emissions should be put off for 20 years, prompting Australian 
environmental writer Sharon Beder to comment that “champagne corks 
are popping in the boardrooms of BP, Shell, Esso, Mobil, Ford, General 
Motors, and the coal, steel and aluminum corporations of the US, Aus- 
tralia and Europe. . . . The new limits are so weak, compared with even 
the most pessimistic predictions of what the US would offer in the cur- 
rent negotiations, that two years of hard work by 150 countries towards 
reaching an agreement in December are now irrelevant.” 

During negotiations in Kyoto, the United States lobbied heavily and 
successfully to weaken the treaty’s actual provisions for limiting green- 
house gases. The resulting treaty proposed a reduction of only 7 percent 
in global greenhouse emissions by the year 2012, far below the 20 percent 
cut proposed by the IPCC and European nations or the 30 percent re- 
duction demanded by low-lying island nations that fear massive flooding 
as melting polar ice leads to rising sea levels. The United States also suc- 
cessfully won a provision that will allow countries to exceed their emission 
targets by buying right-to-pollute credits from nations that achieve better- 
than-targeted reductions. 

Greenpeace called the resulting Kyoto treaty “a tragedy and a farce.” 
It was condemned as “too extreme” by U.S. industry, declared dead on ar- 
rival by Senate Republicans, and praised by some environmental groups; 
and it provided all the political wiggle room that the Clinton administra- 
tion needed to have its cake and eat it too. Clinton embraced the agree- 
ment but simultaneously said he would not submit it to the Senate until 
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impoverished Third World nations agreed to their own cutbacks in green- 
house gas emissions. 

There is a method to this madness that is well understood in Wash- 
ington lobbying circles, although it is rarely discussed in public. By talk- 
ing tough about the environment while sitting on the Kyoto treaty, Clinton 
and Gore were able to preserve their “green credentials” for political pur- 
poses while blaming the treaty’s demise on anti-environmental Republi- 
cans and an apathetic public. For Democrats, it was a “win-win situation.” 
They could stay on the campaign-funding gravy train by doing what their 
corporate donors wanted, while giving lip service to solving the problem. 
The December 12, 1997 New York Times reported that Clinton was “in the 
risk-free position of being able to make a strong pro-environmental polit- 
ical pitch while not having to face a damaging vote in the Senate. .. . One 
senior White House official . . . said it was possible that the treaty would 
not be ready for submission . . . during the remainder of Mr. Clinton’s term 
in office.” And indeed, this prediction proved correct. Industry’s “lobbyists 
for lethargy” had succeeded. 


Stormy Weather 


While Nero fiddles, the burning of Rome is proceeding and even appears 
to be occurring faster than some climatologists expected. The twelve 
warmest years in recorded history have all occurred since 1983. The U.S. 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the 
World Meteorological Association concurred that 1997 was the hottest 
year ever, only to be surpassed by 1998, which was in turn surpassed by 
1999. In January 2000, the National Research Council of the National 
Academy of Sciences—Fred Seitz’s former stomping grounds—issued a 
major report concluding that global warming is an “undoubtedly real” 
problem and is in fact occurring 30 percent faster than the rate estimated 
just five years earlier by the IPCC.*° 

A series of extreme weather events also seemed to corroborate the 
IPCC’s predictions. In 1998, a January ice storm caused widespread 
power outages in eastern Canada and the northeastern United States. In 
February, Florida was hit by the deadliest tornado outbreak in its history. 
April through June was the driest period in 104 years of record in Florida, 
Texas, Louisiana, and New Mexico, and May through June was the 
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warmest period on record. Heat and dry weather caused devastating fires 
in central and eastern Russia, Indonesia, Brazil, Central America, and 
Florida. Massive floods hit Argentina, Peru, Bangladesh, India, and China, 
where the flooding of the Yangtze River killed more than 3,000 people and 
caused $30 billion in losses. Droughts plagued Guyana, Papua New 
Guinea, Pakistan, the Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and southern Russia. On Oc- 
tober 4, 1998, Oklahoma was hit by 20 tornadoes, setting a national record 
for the most twisters ever during a single day. Three hurricanes and four 
tropical storms caused billions of dollars of damage to the United States. 
In late September, Hurricane Georges devastated the northern Caribbean, 
causing $4 billion in damages. A month later, Central America was dev- 
astated by Hurricane Mitch, Central America’s worst natural disaster in 
218 years, which killed more than 11,000 people and displaced another 
2.4 million. In the Pacific, October's Supertyphoon Zeb inundated the 
northern Philippines, Taiwan, and Japan. Only eight days later, Super- 
typhoon Babs struck the Philippines, submerging parts of Manila.*” 

In 1999, farmers in the northeastern and mid-Atlantic regions of the 
United States suffered through a record drought. A prolonged heat wave 
killed 271 people in the Midwest and Northeast. Hurricane Floyd bat- 
tered North Carolina, inflicting more than a billion dollars in damages, 
while Boston marked a record 304 consecutive days without snow. In 
India, a supercyclone killed some 10,000 people. Torrential rains and 
mudslides killed 15,000 in Venezuela. Hurricane-force windstorms de- 
stroyed trees, buildings, and monuments in France, leaving more than $4 
billion in damages. The South Pacific islands of Tebua Tarawa and 
Abunuea in the nation of Vanuato disappeared beneath the ocean, the first 
victims of the global rise in sea levels. The wave of catastrophes contin- 
ued in 2000, with a prolonged drought in Kenya while wet, warm weather 
spawned billions of crop-threatening locusts in Australia and drought- 
driven fires devastated Los Alamos. The melting and fissuring of Antarc- 
tica’s ice shelf, which first became dramatically evident in 1995, led in 
May 2000 to the calving of three enormous icebergs with a combined 
surface area slightly smaller than the state of Connecticut. 

It is impossible, of course, to prove that any of these individual events 
was caused by global warming, but cumulatively the evidence is becom- 
ing harder to deny. As the evidence continues to mount, even some mem- 
bers of the oil industry have begun to defect. In 1999, the oil companies 
BP Amoco and Royal Dutch/Shell, along with Dow Chemicals, left the 
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Global Climate Coalition and stated publicly that they now consider 
global warming a real, immediate problem. The following year saw simi- 
lar moves from Ford, DaimlerChrysler, the Southern Company, Texaco, 
and General Motors.*® The DuPont corporation claims it will voluntarily 
cut emissions of greenhouse gases to 35 percent of their 1990 level by the 
year 2010. 

“You can’t stop climate change given what we're doing right now,” 
said Michael MacCracken in February 2000. MacCracken is director of 
the National Assessment Coordination Office of the U.S. Global Climate 
Change Research Program, which was launched by President Bush in 
1989. It is already too late to stop global warming, he said, due to the ac- 
cumulated carbon-dioxide emissions that have already entered the at- 
mosphere. The best that can be hoped for is to minimize the problem and 
adapt to the changes. In the United States, necessary measures will in- 
clude changing the way water supplies are managed in the western United 
States, beefing up public health programs, building higher bridges, and re- 
thinking massive environmental restoration projects.” 

For years, the PR apparatus of big coal and big oil persuaded many 
key decision-makers that global warming was a phantom—that it was not 
even happening. As the scientific data proving otherwise has accumu- 
lated, the contrarian line of argument has also shifted. Industry voices 
have begun to admit that the industrial greenhouse effect is real, and 
some are attempting to argue, like Arthur Robinson of the Oregon Insti- 
tute of Science and Medicine, that it is actually a good thing—that it will 
enhance plant growth or that it will be of no consequence because the an- 
ticipated temperature changes will be relatively slight. Other voices are 
stepping forward with industry's standard lament, claiming that even if 
global warming is a bad thing, fixing the problem is impossible because it 
will cost trillions of dollars, ruin the economy, and eliminate jobs. 

The Western Fuels Association (WFA), which provides coal to elec- 
trical utility companies, has been a major sponsor of efforts to respin the 
global warming debate. In the early 1990s, WFA backed the ICE cam- 
paign, which attempted to claim that the planet was actually cooling. Its 
more recent creations include the Greening Earth Society, which pro- 
motes that idea that increasing the amount of carbon dioxide in the at- 
mosphere is “good for earth” because it will encourage greater plant 
growth. The Greening Earth Society has produced a video, titled “The 
Greening of the Planet Earth Continues,” publishes a newsletter called 
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the World Climate Report, and works closely with a group called the Cen- 
ter for the Study of Carbon Dioxide and Global Change. Each of these 
groups has its own separate website.” 

Another web venture is a “grassroots mobilization effort” created for 
WEA by Bonner & Associates, a Washington, D.C., lobby firm that spe- 
cializes in “grassroots public relations’—a PR subspecialty that uses tele- 
marketing and computer databases to create the appearance of grassroots 
public support for a client’s cause. The “Global Warming Cost” website”! 
focuses on generating e-mail to elected officials. Between September 
1997 and July 1998, WEA claims the site generated 20,000 e-mail mes- 
sages to Congress opposing the Kyoto treaty. The way it works is simple. 
Visitors to the home page of the website are invited to click on an icon in- 
dicating whether they represent “business,” “seniors,” “farmers,” “fami- 
lies,” or “workers.” This takes them to another Web page that requests 
their address and asks a handful of questions about the amount they 
spend on home heating, transportation, and other fuel costs. Based on this 
information, the website automatically generates a “customized” e-mail, 
directed to each senator and member of Congress in the visitor's voting 
area, asking them to “reject any effort to stiffen the United Nations Global 
Climate Change Treaty.” It’s all computerized, and the website makes no 
effort to verify that the resulting letter is accurate or even plausible. 

Using the assumed name “George Jetson,” for example, we plugged 
in an estimate that he currently spends $24, 166,666 per year on gasoline, 
electricity, heating oil, and natural gas. (After all, it takes a lot of energy 
to propel those flying cars.) 

The computer promptly generated messages to our elected officials. 
“I am proud to be a worker which you represent,” Mr. Jetson stated. “Es- 
timates suggest I will personally see my cost for electricity, for natural 
gas, and for gasoline go up by $24,239,987.52 a year!” 

It’s nice to know that the democratic system works. Thanks to the 
miracles of modern computer technology and sophisticated PR, even car- 
toon characters can do their part to save America from the eco-wackos and 
their newfangled scientific theories. 


11 


Questioning Authority 


I know of no safe depository of the ultimate 
power of the society but the people 
themselves; and if we think them not 
enlightened enough to exercise their control 
with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is 
not to take it from them, but to inform their 
discretion. 


—Thomas Jefferson! 


W hen psychologists have explored the relationship between 
individuals and authority figures, they have found that it 


can be disturbingly easy for false experts to manipulate the thinking and 
behavior of others. One of the classic experiments in this regard was con- 
ducted in 1974 by Stanley Milgram, who tried to see how far people would 
go in following orders given by a seemingly authoritative scientist. The 
subjects of Milgram’s research were taken into a modern laboratory and 
told that they would be helping conduct an experiment that involved ad- 
ministering electric shocks to see how punishment affected the learning 
process. The subjects were seated at a machine called a “shock generator,” 
marked with a series of switches ranging from “slight shock” to “severe 
shock.” Another person was designated as a “learner” and was hooked up 
to receive a jolt each time he gave the wrong answer on a test. A third in- 
dividual, the “scientist,” stood over the experiment giving instructions and 
supervision. Unbeknownst to the real subjects of the experiment, both the 
“learner” and the “scientist” were actors, and no actual electricity was 
used. As each fake shock was administered, the “learner” would cry out in 
pain. If the subject administering the shocks hesitated, the “scientist” 
would say something like, “Although the shocks may be painful, there is 


289 


290 TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS! 


no permanent tissue damage, so please go on,” or “It is absolutely essen- 
tial that you continue.” The result was that many subjects continued to ad- 
minister shocks, even when the “learner” claimed heart trouble, cried out, 
or pleaded to be set free. “With numbing regularity,” Milgram observed, 
“good people were seen to knuckle under the demands of authority and 
perform actions that were callous and severe. Men who are in everyday life 
responsible and decent were seduced by the trappings of authority, by the 
control of their perceptions, and by the uncritical acceptance of the ex- 
perimenter’s definition of the situation, into performing harsh acts.” 

In another famous experiment, known as the “Doctor Fox Lecture,” 
a distinguished-looking actor was hired to give a meaningless lecture, ti- 
tled “Mathematical Game Theory as Applied to Physical Education.” The 
talk, deliberately filled with “double talk, neologisms, non sequiturs, and 
contradictory statements,” was delivered before three audiences com- 
posed of psychiatrists, social workers, psychologists, educators, and edu- 
cational administrators, many of whom held advanced degrees. After each 
session, audiences received a questionnaire asking them to evaluate the 
speaker. None of the audience members saw through the lecture as a 
hoax, and most reported that they were favorably impressed with the 
speaker's expertise.’ 

The rich and powerful seem to be no better at seeing through bogus 
experts than anyone else. In September 1999, the Wall Street Journal an- 
nounced the arrest of Martin A. Armstrong, charged with bilking Japan- 
ese investors out of $950 million. “For decades,” the Journal reported, 
“Armstrong sold himself to investors as expert on anything of precious 
value, from coins minted by the Egyptian pharaohs to turn-of-the-century 
U.S. stamps, not to mention current-day markets for stocks, bonds, com- 
modities and currencies. Now, Mr. Armstrong . . . stands accused in a fed- 
eral indictment of using this market-wizard image to conduct one of the 
most common frauds in the history of finance: making big promises to in- 
vestors that he couldn't deliver.” 

Armstrong's ‘self-confident forecasting style” had made him a hit at 
conferences in which he addressed hundreds of Japanese corporate chief- 
tains. Even as his currency deals were losing hundreds of millions of their 
dollars, “Armstrong continued to confidently sell himself as a forecaster of 
market trends, often in language in which he mocks others’ mistakes,” 
the Journal noted. “Mr. Armstrong's reams of investing treatises, many 
posted on his website, range from the monetary history of Persia to the 
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‘Panic cycle in global capital flows.’ The historical data maintained by his 
Princeton Economic Institute has been used by many media outlets. The 
‘first and most important rule about investing is to “Know what you are 
buying and why!”’ he warned in a July 1997 report. . . . He wasn't shy 
about promotion, jumping at the chance to have his picture taken with 
heavyweights in any market in which he was playing. Princeton Econom- 
ics’ website, which is filled with Mr. Armstrong's essays on the market, 
shows a photo of Mr. Armstrong with former United Kingdom Prime Min- 
ister Margaret Thatcher at one of the firm's conferences in 1996." 

It is tempting to look at these examples and despair. If people are this 
easily duped, how can anyone hope to expert-proof themselves? The an- 
swer, of course, is that no one can, but there are some things we can all 
do to improve our chances. 


Recognizing’ Propaganda 


Between World Wars I and II, the rise of the public relations industry in 
the United States and the growing use of propaganda by fascist and com- 
munist governments prompted a group of social scientists and journalists 
to found a remarkable organization called the Institute for Propaganda 
Analysis. The IPA published a periodic newsletter that examined and ex- 
posed manipulative practices by advertisers, businesses, governments, 
and other organizations. Fearlessly eclectic, it hewed to no party lines and 
focused its energies on studying the ways that propaganda could be used 
to manipulate emotions. It is best known for identifying several basic 
types of rhetorical tricks used by propagandists: 


1. Name-calling. This technique, in its crudest form, involves the use 
of insult words. Newt Gingrich, the former Speaker of the U.S. 
House of Representatives, is reported to have used this technique 
very deliberately, circulating a list of negative words and phrases 
that Republicans were instructed to use when speaking about their 
political opponents—words such as “betray,” “corruption,” “decay,” 
“failure,” “hypocrisy,” “radical,” “permissive,” and “waste.” The term 
“junk science,” which we discussed in Chapter 9, is an obvious use 
of this same strategy. When name-calling is used, the IPA recom- 
mended that people should ask themselves the following questions: 
What does the name mean? Does the idea in question have a legit- 
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imate connection with the real meaning of the name? Is an idea that 


serves my best interests being dismissed through giving it a name I 
don't like? 


2. Glittering generalities. This technique is a reverse form of name- 


calling. Instead of insults, it uses words that generate strong positive 
emotions—words like “democracy,” “patriotism,” “motherhood,” “sci- 
ence,” “progress,” “prosperity.” Politicians love to speak in these 
terms. Newt Gingrich advised Republicans to use words such as 
“caring,” “children,” “choice,” “commitment,” “common sense,” 
“dream,” “duty,” “empowerment,” “freedom,” and “hard work” when 
talking about themselves and their own programs. Democrats, of 
course, use the same strategy. Think, for example, of President Clin- 
ton’s talk of “the future,” “growing the economy,” or his campaign 
slogan: “I still believe in a place called Hope.” 


3. Euphemisms are another type of word game. Rather than attempt to 


associate positive or negative connotations, euphemisms merely try 
to obscure the meaning of what is being talked about by replacing 
plain English with deliberately vague jargon. Rutgers University pro- 
fessor William Lutz has written several books about this strategy, 
most recently Doublespeak Defined. Examples include the use of the 
term “strategic misrepresentations” as a euphemism for “lies,” or 
the term “employee transition” as a substitute for “getting fired.” 
Euphemisms have also transformed ordinary sewage sludge into 
“regulated organic nutrients” that don’t stink but merely “exceed the 


odor threshold.” 


4. Transfer is described by the IPA as “a device by which the propa- 


gandist carries over the authority, sanction, and prestige of some- 
thing we respect and revere to something he would have us accept. 
For example, most of us respect and revere our church and our na- 
tion. If the propagandist succeeds in getting church or nation to ap- 
prove a campaign in behalf of some program, he thereby transfers its 
authority, sanction, and prestige to that program. Thus, we may ac- 
cept something which otherwise we might reject.” In 1998, the 
American Council on Science and Health convened what it called 
a “blue-ribbon committee” of scientists to issue a report on health 
risks associated with phthalates, a class of chemical additives used 
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in soft vinyl children’s toys. People familiar with ACSH’s record on 
other issues were not at all surprised when the blue-ribbon com- 
mittee concluded that phthalates were safe. The committee’s real 
purpose, after all, was to transfer the prestige of science onto the 
chemicals that ACSH was defending. 


5. Testimonial is a specific type of transfer device in which admired in- 
dividuals give their endorsement to an idea, product, or cause. Ce- 
real companies put the pictures of famous athletes on their cereal 
boxes, politicians seek out the support of popular actors, and activist 
groups invite celebrities to speak at their rallies. Sometimes testi- 
monials are transparently obvious. Whenever they are used, how- 
ever, the IPA recommends asking questions such as the following: 
Why should we regard this person (or organization or publication) 
as a source of trustworthy information on the subject in question? 
What does the idea amount to on its own merits, without the ben- 
efit of the testimonial? 


6. Plain folks. This device attempts to prove that the speaker is “of the 
people.” Even a geeky multibillionaire like Bill Gates tries to convey 
the impression that he’s just a regular guy who enjoys fast food and 
popular movies. Politicians also use the “plain folks” device to ex- 
cess: George Bush insisting he eats pork rinds; Hillary Clinton slip- 
ping into a southern accent. Virtually every member of the U.S. 
Senate is a millionaire, but you wouldn't know it from the way they 
present themselves. 


7. Bandwagon. This device attempts to persuade you that everyone 
else supports an idea, so you should support it too. Sometimes opin- 
ion polls are contrived for this very purpose, such as the so-called 
“Pepsi Challenge,” which claimed that most people preferred the 
taste of Pepsi over Coca-Cola. “The propagandist hires a hall, rents 
radio stations, fills a great stadium, marches a million or at least a 
lot of men in a parade,” the IPA observed. “He employs symbols, 
colors, music, movement, all the dramatic arts. He gets us to write 
letters, to send telegrams, to contribute to his cause. He appeals to 
the desire, common to most of us, to follow the crowd.” 


8. Fear. This device attempts to reach you at the level of one of your 
most primitive and compelling emotions. Politicians use it when 
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they talk about crime and claim to be advocates for law and order. 
Environmentalists use it when they talk about pollution-related can- 
cer, and their opponents use fear when they claim that effective en- 
vironmental regulations will destroy the economy and eliminate 
jobs. Fear can lead people to do things they would never otherwise 
consider. Few people believe that war is a good thing, for example, 
but most people can be convinced to support a specific war if they 
believe that they are fighting an enemy who is cruel, inhuman, and 
bent on destroying all that they hold dear. 


The IPA disbanded at the beginning of World War II, and its analy- 
sis does not include some of the propaganda devices that came to light in 
later years, such as the “big lie,” based on Nazi propaganda minister Joseph 
Goebbels’s observation that “the bigger the lie, the more people will be- 
lieve it.” Another device, which the IPA did not mention but which is in- 
creasingly common today, is the tactic of “information glut’—jamming 
the public with so many statistics and other information that people sim- 
ply give up in despair at the idea of trying to sort it all out. 

To get an idea of how sophisticated modern propaganda has become, 
compare the IPA’s list of propaganda techniques with another list—the 12 
points that consultant Peter Sandman advises his clients to bear in mind 
when attempting to minimize public outrage over health risks. Like the 
IPA’s list, Sandman is primarily interested in emotional factors that influ- 
ence the public rather than what he and his clients consider the “rational, 
real” issues related to risk and public harm. His points, however, bear lit- 
tle surface similarity to the points on IPA‘s list: 


1. Voluntary vs. coerced. Sandman observes that people are less likely 
to become outraged over risks that they voluntarily assume than 
over risks that are imposed upon them against their will. “Consider,” 
he suggests, “the difference between getting pushed down a moun- 
tain on slippery sticks and deciding to go skiing.” 


2. Natural vs. industrial. People tend to trust what can be promoted 
as natural: organic food or natural means of pest control. 


3. Familiar vs. exotic. “Exotic, high-tech facilities provoke more out- 
rage than familiar risks (your home, your car, your jar of peanut but- 
ter),” Sandman observes. 
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4. Not memorable vs. memorable. If you want to minimize outrage, not 


memorable is preferable. “A memorable accident—Love Canal, 
Bhopal, Times Beach—makes the risk easier to imagine,” Sandman 
explains. A memorable symbol or image can do the same thing. This 
is why evidence of genetically modified crops harming colorful 
Monarch butterflies prompted more concern than similar evidence 
of harm to other insects. 


5. Not dreaded vs. dreaded. For example, diseases like cancer, AIDS, 


plague, and tuberculosis create a great deal more public concern 
than others, such as heart disease. 


. Chronic vs. catastrophic. Thousands of people are killed each year 


in highway accidents, but rarely in large groups. Plane accidents 
are much rarer and cause fewer deaths, but because they can cause 
large fatalities, air travel is much more widely feared than car travel. 


. Knowable vs. unknowable. People tend to be less apprehensive 


about risks that are known and measurable than about risks that 
cannot be measured. The unknowable aspects of some risks make 
them more upsetting. 


. Individually controlled vs. controlled by others. Individuals can 


decide whether they smoke cigarettes, exercise, or drive cars. They 
often can’t decide whether a factory emits pollution in their com- 
munity. 


. Fair vs. unfair. “People who must endure greater risks than their 


neighbors, without access to greater benefits, are naturally out- 
raged,” Sandman says, “especially if the rationale for so burdening 
them looks more like politics than science.” 


. Morally irrelevant vs. morally relevant. Arguing that a risk is small 


will fall on deaf ears if creating the risk is morally wrong in the first 
place. “Imagine a police chief insisting that an occasional child mo- 
lester is an ‘acceptable risk, ” Sandman says. 


. Trustworthy sources vs. untrustworthy sources. The “third party 


technique,” which we have discussed throughout this book, is a PR 
strategy built around the effort to put industry messages in the 
mouths of seemingly trustworthy sources. 
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12. Responsive process vs. unresponsive process. “Does the agency 
come across as trustworthy or dishonest, concerned or arrogant?” 
Sandman asks. “Does it tell the community what’s going on before 
the real decisions are made? Does it listen and respond to commu- 
nity concerns?” 


At his best, Sandman is advising companies to listen to the public and 
respond to its concerns. In practice, however, his advice often lends itself 
to manipulation. One way that industry and government bodies try to 
make it appear that their activities are being accepted “voluntarily” rather 
than “coerced,” for example, is to create so-called community advisory 
panels (CAPs) to seek the advice of people who live where their facilities 
are located. One of Sandman’s clients, the U.S. Department of Energy, 
used this tactic in trying to overcome the objections of Nevada residents 
over the DOE's efforts to establish a national dump site for high-level nu- 
clear waste at Yucca Mountain, Nevada. “The Secretary of Energy an- 
nounced that there would be a ‘citizen advisory panel’ to discuss the Yucca 
Mountain project,” recall Judy Treichel and Steve Frishman, who have led 
the state’s campaign to block the project. “However, the real purpose of the 
panel was to invite opponents of the site such as ourselves to draft stan- 
dards that would make the Yucca Mountain program acceptable. We were 
also invited to workshops in which government, industry and public rep- 
resentatives were supposed to ‘prioritize your values.’ Then we were sup- 
posed to ‘trade off’ our values in order to reach an acceptable compromise. 
Our response was to just say no. We were then told that we were being 
‘unreasonable.’ ” 

What both the IPA’s list and Peter Sandman’s 12 points have in com- 
mon is that they focus on emotional issues rather than the public’s ratio- 
nal concerns. This is indeed a pattern that is common to propagandists in 
general. The modern-day propagandists who work in advertising and pub- 
lic relations can tell you endless stories that “prove” how easily news and 
public opinion can be manipulated by irrational appeals. This is just the 
way people are, they say. This is how the media works. And indeed, only 
someone who is blind to history would deny that emotional and irrational 
appeals have frequently succeeded in manipulating the public. This, how- 
ever, is only a partial truth about human nature. People are complicated 
creatures with multifaceted personalities. The poet Ezra Pound, for ex- 
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ample, was simultaneously a sensitive artist and a vulgar, anti-Semitic 
shill for the Nazis. A lot of the way we behave depends upon which parts 
of our personality express themselves. If you appeal to someone’s better 
nature, you will get a different result than if you appeal to the same per- 
son's worst impulses. In a world full of propaganda, it is hardly surprising 
that some of the worst appeals succeed. What propagandists can’t tell 
you, however, is whether and to what degree the public's irrationality is a 
self-fulfilling prophecy of their own creation. That is a question that per- 
haps you can answer better than they can, by learning to tell the difference 
between communication strategies that treat you like a child and strate- 
gies that treat you like an adult. 


Growing Up Guided 


The difference between the world of a child and the world of an adult can 
largely be described in terms of control, competence, and responsibility. 
When you were a child, you had little control over decisions that affected 
you. You were expected to eat what you were given, go to school at the as- 
signed time, go to sleep at a designated bedtime, and so forth. Adults 
made the decisions because it was assumed that you lacked the capacity 
to decide for yourself. Even the decisions you did make were not neces- 
sarily binding, and it was your parents, not you, who were responsible for 
the consequences of your mistakes. 

As an adult, you are responsible for all these decisions and more. 
The responsibilities of adults in fact extend beyond their actual areas of 
competence, which explains a lot about the way the world works. If you 
want to build an addition to your home, you hire a contractor. To take care 
of your health, you hire a physician; for legal matters, an attorney. You buy 
shoes from a company with expertise in manufacturing footwear. In all of 
these situations, the fact that you yourself lack expertise is not much of a 
problem, because you know what you want, and the expert's job is simply 
to fulfill your wishes. In the words of the philosopher Georg Hegel, “We 
do not need to be shoemakers to know if the shoes fit, and just as little 
have we any need to be professional to acquire knowledge of matters of 
universal interest.” 

With regard to decisions about public issues, expertise in terms of 
skill, knowledge, or experience is often less important than basic questions 
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of values. Is abortion wrong? Is it moral to deny medical care to a child 
whose parents have no health insurance? Should murderers be put to 
death? Is it acceptable to perform medical experiments on human beings 
without their consent? There are no scientific answers to these questions, 
or thousands more like them. They can only be answered by asking our- 
selves what we believe and what we value. In addressing these questions, 
finding knowledgeable experts is actually less important than finding ex- 
perts who share our values. This doesn’t mean that knowledge is unim- 
portant. Knowledge matters, whether you are deciding about abortion or 
hiring someone to remodel your kitchen. But the contractors who remodel 
your kitchen dont get to tell you what color to paint the walls or whether 
you should have wood versus linoleum floors. Their advice is limited to let- 
ting you know how much each option will cost. In a democracy, that’s the 
kind of deference we should expect from experts on public policy. And a 
contractor who spends a lot of time studying ways to minimize your out- 
rage is probably not someone you really want to hire. 

When hiring a contractor, you can turn to a state licensing board or 
the Better Business Bureau to see if someone has valid credentials and a 
reputation for doing honest work. There is no such system for accrediting 
public policy experts. However, if someone makes claims of a scientific 
nature you can ask what kind of education, licensing, and other creden- 
tials they possess in the field for which they are claiming expertise. It is 
also worth asking how experts rank among their peers, although you 
should bear in mind that every profession has its blind spots and tends to 
“circle the wagons’ against outside criticisms. To judge from the literature 
of the American Medical Association, for example, you would think that 
malpractice lawsuits are a bigger problem than actual medical malprac- 
tice. As a rule of thumb, you should assume that specialists in any field 
are given to underestimating harm for which their own profession is re- 
sponsible. 

Expertise is justifiably linked in the public’s mind to talent, skill, ed- 
ucation, and experience. There are also a number of stereotypical attrib- 
utes that are unjustifiably linked to expertise, and it is important to avoid 
relying on them. These stereotypes include age, wealth, maleness, white- 
ness, self-confidence, credentials, specialization, and techno-elitism. 
When evaluating a speaker's message, it is worth asking yourself if you are 
giving him extra points for having gray hair, a deep voice, an impressive- 
sounding degree, and a distinguished-looking business suit. 
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Scientific Uncertainties 


Our society’s esteem for science actually tends to encourage the very un- 
scientific notion that science is a source of infallible truths. In fact, all sci- 
ence is uncertain to some degree.’ Nature is complex, and research is 
difficult. The most that science can tell us about a given question is that 
there is a strong probability that such-and-such an answer is true. To un- 
derstand scientific information, therefore, it helps to understand some- 
thing about the statistical techniques that scientists use to quantify 
uncertainty. One of the classic journalistic textbooks on the subject is 
News and Numbers: A Guide to Reporting Statistical Claims and Contro- 
versies in Health and Other Fields, by the late Victor Cohn, a former sci- 
ence editor at the Washington Post. 

Scientists live with uncertainty by measuring probability. An accepted 
numerical expression is the P value, a statistical calculation of the proba- 
bility that a given result could have occurred just by chance. A P value of 
05 or less—the conventionally accepted cutoff for “statistical signifi- 
cance”—means there are probably only five or fewer chances in 100 that 
a result reported in a scientific study could have happened by chance 
alone. When studying health risks, statistical significance is often impos- 
sible to achieve. If something kills one in 1,000 people, you would actu- 
ally have to study several thousand people in order to achieve a P value of 
.05 or less, and even then the possibility of other confounding factors 
might call your result into question. “A condition that affects one person 
in hundreds of thousands may never be recognized or associated with a 
particular cause,” Cohn says. “It is probable and perhaps inevitable that a 
large yet scattered number of environmentally or industrially caused ill- 
nesses remain forever undetected as environmental illnesses, because 
they remain only a fraction of the vastly greater normal case load.” 

If you find any of these concepts difficult to grasp, you can take com- 
fort in the fact that you are not alone. “Every major study of statistical pre- 
sentations in the medical literature has found very high error rates, even 
among the best journals,” says Thomas Lang, medical editing manager at 
the Cleveland Clinic Foundation and coauthor of How to Report Statistics 
in Medicine: Annotated Guidelines for Authors, Editors, and Reviewers. 
“Many of those errors were serious enough to call the authors’ findings into 
question.” 

There are some specific guidelines to consider when evaluating sci- 
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entific information. Cohn recommends that when someone tells you 
they've done a study you should ask, “What kind? How confident can you 
be in the results? Were there any possible flaws in the study?” The last 
question is particularly important, he says, because the answer may tell 
you whether you are dealing with an honest investigator or a salesperson 
who is trying to convince you of a particular point of view. “An honest re- 
searcher will almost always report flaws,” Cohn says. “A dishonest one may 
claim perfection.” Other questions to ask include: 


e What kind of study protocol was used? Is enough information of- 
fered to satisfy you that the research method is sound in its design 
and that its conclusions are reliable? 


e Why was the study performed? 
e What is the study’s statistical significance and margin for error? 


e Was it submitted to independent peer review? Has it been pub- 
lished in a reputable scientific journal? (Bear in mind, however, that 
authors can pay to have scientific findings published, even in some 
peer-reviewed journals.) 


e Are the results consistent with the results from other studies per- 
formed by other researchers? 


e Is there a consensus among people in the same field? 


e Who disagrees with you, and why? 


Asking some of these questions may seem daunting. Scientific stud- 
ies are laden with jargon of the trade that makes it difficult for outsiders 
to understand—words like “chi-square,” “allele,” “epizootic,” and so forth. 
Don't let the language put you off. Often you can find a friendly scientist 
at your local university who is willing to translate things into plain English. 
University scientists are trained and paid to be educators, and many of 
them are happy to assist an intelligent, motivated person with questions. 
Above all, don’t be afraid to ask, and don’t let the incomprehensible stuff 
intimidate you. If someone wants you to believe something, the burden of 
proof should be on them to explain it to you in language that you can un- 
derstand: If something is too complicated to explain, maybe it’s also too 
complicated to be safe. 
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The Precautionary Principle 


Given the uncertainties inherent to science (and to all human endeavors), 
we are strong believers in the importance of the precautionary principle, 
which we discussed in Chapter 6. Throughout this book, we have also 
stressed the importance of democracy in making decisions about tech- 
nology and its impact upon people's lives. The reason that democracy 
matters in science and scientifically influenced policy is precisely that 
uncertainty exists and that different people reach different conclusions 
about important issues. Debate and compromise are the processes 
through which people resolve these differences. When a new technology 
is introduced, such as nuclear power or genetic engineering, some people 
will focus entirely on the potential benefits of the new technology while 
ignoring the dangers. Others will focus on the dangers and ignore the po- 
tential benefits, while other people fill in the continuum of opinion be- 
tween these two poles. In an ideal decision-making process, the interplay 
of debate over differing views will hold the “reckless innovators” in check 
but enable beneficial innovations to move forward after the concerns of 
the “fearmongers” have been thoroughly vetted in scientific and public fo- 
rums. This process may slow the pace of introduction of new technologies, 
which indeed is part of the point to having a democratic decision-making 
process. 

By training and enculturation, most experts in the employ of govern- 
ment and industry are technophiles, skilled and enthusiastic about the de- 
ployment of technologies that possess increasingly awesome power. Like 
the Sorcerer's Apprentice, they are enchanted with the possibilities of this 
power, but often lack the wisdom necessary to perceive its dangers. It 
was a government expert, Atomic Energy Commission chairman Lewis L. 
Strauss, who promised the National Association of Science Writers in 
1954 that atomic energy would bring “electrical energy too cheap to meter” 
within the space of a single generation.’ Turn to the back issues of Popu- 
lar Science magazine, and you will find other prophecies so bold, so opti- 
mistic, and so wrong that you would be better off turning for insight to the 
Psychic Friends Network. If these prophecies had been correct, we should 
by now be jet-packing to work, living in bubble-domed cities beneath the 
ocean, colonizing the moon and Mars. The cure to cancer, like prosperity, 
is always said to be just around the corner, yet somehow we never actu- 
ally turn that corner. Predictions regarding computers are notorious for 
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their rhetorical excess. “In from three to five years, we will have a machine 
with the general intelligence of an average human being,” MIT computer 
scientist Marvin Minsky predicted in 1970. “I mean a machine that will 
be able to read Shakespeare, grease a car, play office politics, tell a joke, 
have a fight. At that point, the machine will begin to educate itself with 
fantastic speed. In a few months, it will be at a genius level, and a few 
months after that, its power will be incalculable.”® Expert predictions of 
this sort have been appearing regularly ever since, although the day when 
computers will be able to grease your car (let alone read Shakespeare) 
keeps getting pushed back. 

The views of these techno-optimists deserve to be part of the 
decision-making process, but they should not be allowed to crowd out the 
views and concerns of the skeptics—the people who are likely to experi- 
ence the harmful effects of new technologies and who deserve to play a 
role in deciding when and how they should be introduced. Just as war is 
too important to leave to the generals, science and technology are too im- 
portant to leave in the hands of the experts. 

Opponents of the precautionary principle have caricatured it as a 
rule that “demands precautionary action even in the absence of evidence 
that a health or environmental hazard exists” and says “if we don't know 
something we mustn't wait for studies to give answers.” This is not at all 
its intent. It is a guide for policy decisions in cases where knowledge is in- 
complete regarding risks that are serious or irreversible and that are un- 
proven but plausible in the light of existing scientific knowledge. No one 
is suggesting that the precautionary principle should be invoked regarding 
purely fanciful risks. There are legitimate debates over whether a risk is 
plausible enough to warrant the precautionary principle. There are also 
reasonable debates over how to implement the precautionary principle. 
However, groups that seek to discredit the principle itself as “unscientific” 
are engaged in propaganda, not science. 


Follow the Money 


When you hire a contractor or an attorney, they work for you because you 
are the one who pays for their services. The PR experts who work behind 
the scenes and the visible experts who appear on the public stage to “ed- 
ucate” you about various issues are not working for you. They answer to a 
client whose interests and values may even run contrary to your own. Ex- 


QUESTIONING AUTHORITY 303 


perts don't appear out of nowhere. They work for someone, and if they are 
trying to influence the outcome of issues that affect you, then you deserve 
to know who is paying their bills. ' 

Not everyone agrees with this position. Jeff Stier is the associate di- 
rector of the American Council on Science and Health (ACSH), which we 
described in Chapter 9. Stier goes so far as to claim that “today’s conven- 
tional wisdom in favor of disclosing corporate funding of research is a 
‘new McCarthyism.’ ” Standards of public disclosure, he says, should mir- 
ror the standards followed in a court of law, where “evidence is admissi- 
ble only if the probative value of that evidence exceeds its prejudicial 
effect.” To disclose funding, he says, can have a “prejudicial effect” if it 
“unfairly taints studies that are scientifically solid.” Rather than judging a 
study by its funding source, he says, you should simply ask whether its 
“hypothesis, methodology and conclusion” measure up to “rigorous scien- 
tific standards.”? When we asked him for a list of ACSH'’s corporate and 
foundation donors, he used these arguments to justify his refusal. With all 
due respect, we think Stier's argument is an excuse to avoid scrutiny. Even 
in a court of law, expert witnesses are required to disclose what they are 
being paid for their testimony. 

Some people, including the editors of leading scientific journals, raise 
more subtle questions about funding disclosure. The problem, they say, is 
knowing where to draw the line. If someone received a small grant 20 
years ago from a pharmaceutical company to study a specific drug, should 
they have to disclose that fact whenever they comment about an entirely 
different drug manufactured by the same company? And what about non- 
financial factors that create bias? Nonprofit organizations also gain some- 
thing by publishing their concerns. They may have an ideological ax to 
grind, and publicity may even bring indirect financial benefits by helping 
attract new members and contributions. Elizabeth Whelan of ACSH made 
these points during a letter exchange with Ned Groth of the Consumers 
Union. “You seem to believe that while commercial agendas are suspect, 
ideological agendas are not,” Whelan complained. “This is a purely spe- 
cious distinction. . . . A foundation's pursuit of an ideological agenda—per- 
haps one characterized by a desire for social change, redistribution of 
income, expanded regulatory control over the private sector, and general 
promotion of a coercive utopia—must be viewed with at least as much 
skepticism and suspicion as a corporation’s pursuit of legitimate com- 


mercial interests. !” 
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There is a certain amount of truth to Whelan’s line of reasoning. Nev- 
ertheless, corporate funding is particularly important to track, for the fol- 
lowing reasons: 


e Corporations are consistently driven by a clear and self-evident 
bias—namely, the desire to maximize profits, whereas assessing “ide- 
ological bias” in nonprofit foundations is itself subjective and ideo- 
logical. 


e Even if money doesn’t always create bias, it is a leading indicator of 
bias. Some nonprofit groups receive their money from the public at 
large or from a broad sector of the public. Consumers Union, for ex- 
ample, receives the majority of its funding from consumers who 
join in order to receive its publication, Consumer Reports. Groups 
such as ACSH receive a large percentage of their money from major 
corporations. Elizabeth Whelan may believe every word she says 
about the safety of pesticides, and perhaps she would have ended up 
believing the same things even if she had never received a dollar 
from the chemical and food industries. Nevertheless, the funding 
differences between Consumers Union and ACSH offer a fairly 
clear indication of whose interests are served by each organization. 


e The money that corporations pour into influencing public policy is 
huge compared to the expenditures of nonprofit organizations. In 
1998, for example, environmental organizations spent a total of $4.7 
million on lobbying Congress. The sum total for all single-issue ide- 
ological groups combined—pro-choice advocates, anti-abortionists, 
human rights groups, feminists, consumer organizations, senior cit- 
izens, and a variety of other groups—was $76.2 million. By con- 
trast, the agribusiness industry alone spent $119.3 million, and the 
lobbying expenditures of all industries combined added up to $1.2 
billion. These numbers are just lobbying money and do not include 
campaign contributions, “soft money,’ or any of the other ways that 
corporations buy political influence. Of course, no one is truly im- 
mune from ideological bias. As a practical matter, however, the bi- 
ases you need to worry about the most are the biases held by people 
who have the money and power to influence government policies 
that affect your life. !! 
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The simplest way to find out who is funding an organization is sim- 
ply to ask. Request an annual report or list of institutional donors. Don't 
just ask who is paying the bills. Ask how much money is involved. Spin doc- 
tors have mastered the art of the “nondenial denial.” Remember the strat- 
egy that Philip Morris used to conceal its role as the creator and primary 
founder of The Advancement of Sound Science Coalition: “We will not 
deny being a corporate member/sponsor, will not specify dollars, and will 
refer them to the TASSC ‘800-’ number.”'? The strategy of admitting to 
being a sponsor while refusing to specify dollar amounts was designed to 
deflect questions while avoiding outright lies that could embarrass the 
company if its funding role was later exposed. 

Even if an organization itself doesn’t disclose its funding, sometimes 
the information is available from other sources. Examine the interests 
and affiliations of the organization’s board of directors. If the organization 
refuses to make any of this information publicly available or hedges its an- 
swers, that in itself is cause for suspicion. 


The Devil in the Details 


In addition to examining someone's funding sources, you can also learn a 
lot about them by asking what positions they have taken in the past on spe- 
cific issues. Pay attention to nuances. Industry front groups like to portray 
themselves as moderate and representing the “middle ground.” Watch for 
words like “sensible,” “responsible,” and “sound” in organization names.' 
Just as the true mission of The Advancement of Sound Science Coalition 
was to stigmatize science that inconvenienced its sponsors, a group called 
“Citizens for Sound Environmental Policy” is likely to be in the business 
of trying to discredit genuine environmentalists. Industry-sponsored or- 
ganizations frequently adopt misleading names. Examples have included 
the Foundation for Clean Air Progress, the National Environmental Pol- 
icy Institute, the National Wilderness Institute, the Science and Envi- 
ronmental Policy Project, the Council for Solid Waste Solutions, Citizens 
for Sensible Control of Acid Rain, and the Alliance for Responsible CFC 
Policy. !? 

Be especially skeptical of “think tanks,” which have proliferated in re- 
cent years as a way of generating self-serving scholarship to serve the ad- 
vocacy goals of industry. Rather than centers for research and analysis, 
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many of today’s think tanks are little more than public relations fronts, 
usually headquartered in state or national seats of government. Washing- 
ton Post columnist Joel Achenbach says, “We've got think tanks the way 
other towns have firehouses. This is a thoughtful town. A friend of mine 
worked at a think tank temporarily and the director told him when he en- 
tered, ‘We are white men between the ages of 50 and 55, and we have no 
place else to go.’ """ 

Funded by big business and major foundations, think tanks devise 
and promote policies that shape the lives of everyday Americans: Social 
Security privatization, tax and investment laws, regulation of everything 
from oil to the Internet. They supply experts to testify on Capitol Hill, 
write articles for the op-ed pages of newspapers, and appear as TV com- 
mentators. They advise presidential aspirants and lead orientation semi- 
nars to train incoming members of Congress. 

Think tanks have a decided political leaning. There are twice as many 
conservative think tanks as liberal ones, and the conservative ones gener- 
ally have more money. This is no accident, as one of the important func- 
tions of think tanks is to provide a backdoor way for wealthy business 
interests to promote their ideas. “Modern think tanks are nonprofit, tax- 
exempt, political idea factories where donations can be as big as the 
donor's checkbook and are seldom publicized,” notes Tom Brazaitis, writ- 
ing for the Cleveland Plain Dealer. “Technology companies give to think 
tanks that promote open access to the internet. Wall Street firms donate 
to think tanks that espouse private investment of retirement funds.” So 
much money now flows in, that the top 20 conservative think tanks now 
spend more money than all of the “soft money” contributions to the Re- 
publican party. "° 

A think tank’s resident experts carry titles such as “senior fellow” or 
“adjunct scholar,” but this does not necessarily mean that they even pos- 
sess an academic degree in their area of claimed expertise. Elsewhere in 
this book we have criticized the ways that outside funding can corrupt the 
integrity of academic institutions. The same corrupting influences affect 
think tanks, only more so. Think tanks are like universities minus the stu- 
dents and minus the systems of peer review and other mechanisms that 
academia uses to promote diversity of thought. Real academics are ex- 
pected to conduct their research first and draw their conclusions second, 
but this process is reversed at most policy-driven think tanks.’As econo- 
mist Jonathan Rowe has observed, the term “think” tanks is a misnomer. 
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His comment was directed at the conservative Heritage Foundation, but 


it applies equally well to many other think tanks, regardless of ideology: 
“They don't think; they justify.” 


Demand Accountability 


One of the reasons that life in the information age has become such a wel- 
ter of conflicting claims is that journalists have failed to live up to their re- 
sponsibilities. Reporters are supposed to be one rung up from the average 
citizen on the information ladder, and they have a responsibility to verify 
the credentials and reliability of their sources. When they allow their re- 
portage to be leavened with propaganda, they cheapen and degrade their 
product just as surely as a baker who adds sawdust to his flour. If you see 
a news story that fails to identify the background, credentials, and poten- 
tial bias or conflicts of interest of a cited authority, complain. Send a let- 
ter, make a phone call. 

The scientific press is expected to meet a higher standard of ac- 
countability than the general press. When it fails to meet this standard, the 
harm is multiplied, because general news reporters often repeat informa- 
tion that appears in scientific journals, using even less fact-checking than 
they would apply to information from other sources. In December 1999, 
for example, the British Medical Journal published a “study” claiming that 
shaken (not stirred) martinis have beneficial anti-oxidant properties. The 
so-called study was part of the BMJ’s annual joke issue. It accompanied 
other similarly humorous papers examining the effects of “too much sax” 
on jazz musicians, the frequency of swearing by surgeons, and the ques- 
tion of whether young women named Sharon are more likely to contract 
sexually transmitted diseases. To drive home the point that this was all 
tongue-in-cheek, the BMJ’s martini study made frequent pointed refer- 
ences to James Bond, commenting that “the well known fictional secret 
agent . . . not only is astute in matters of clandestine affairs at a personal 
and international level but may also possess insights of interest to medical 
science. . . . 007’s profound state of health may be due, at least in part, to 
compliant bartenders.” Notwithstanding these efforts to clue in the clue- 
less, wire services including Reuters, Knight-Ridder, the Associated Press, 
UPI, and Scripps Howard all distributed stories on the martinis new- 
found power to ward off cancer and heart disease. Reports on the “anti- 
aging oomph” of shaken martinis appeared as straight-faced news in more 
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than 100 publications, including the New York Times, Houston Chronicle, 
London Financial Times, Chicago Sun-Times, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 
Seattle Times, Forbes magazine, and, of course, Playboy.'* 

Not only does the media fail to adequately investigate the information 
it reports, often it fails even to disclose information that is readily available. 
Take, for example, the thousands of video news releases (VNRs) that are 
incorporated into television news broadcasts. TV news directors certainly 
know who supplies their VNRs, and it would be very easy to place small 
subtitles at the bottom of the screen stating where they came from—for 
example, “Footage supplied by Pfizer Pharmaceutical.” This is almost 
never done, mainly because the stations themselves realize that it would 
be embarrassing if people found out how much of their so-called news is 
actually canned material supplied by PR firms. It can only be hoped that 
as the public becomes better educated about the use of VNRs and other 
public relations tactics, pressure will be brought to bear upon the media 
to reform itself. 


Inviting Public Participation 


The slogan “question authority” first arose during the radical movements 
of the 1960s. It contains a great deal of wisdom, but it is inadequate. We 
need authorities in our lives—people we can trust to fix our cars and com- 
puters, to assist us when we become sick, to help us understand and bet- 
ter manage our world. The question really is what kind of relationship we 
should have with authorities. Should it be a relationship in which the ex- 
perts regard the rest of us as “a herd to be led,” in the words of Edward 
Bernays? Or should it be a relationship in which the experts regard them- 
selves as servants of the public? The issue is not whether authorities 
should exist, but how to make them accountable. 

One approach to addressing this problem has been developed by the 
Loka Institute, an organization based in Amherst, Massachusetts, that 
has been working since 1987 to promote ways that grassroots citizens and 
workers can become involved in the scientific process and technological 
decision-making. It has been studying a type of citizens’ panel called a 
“consensus conference.” Sometimes referred to as a “policy jury” or a “cit- 
izens jury, a consensus conference is similar in some ways to the ran- 
domly selected juries used in U.S. courtrooms, except that instead of 
judging criminal cases, they attempt to reach verdicts on matters of pub- 
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lic policy. To organize a consensus conference around a particular topic, 
advertisements are published seeking local “lay volunteer participants” 
who are chosen to reflect the demographic makeup of the community 
and who lack significant prior knowledge or involvement in the topic at 
hand. The final panel might consist of about 15 people, including home- 
makers, office and factory workers, and university-educated professionals. 
The participants engage in a process of study, discussion, and consultation 
with technical experts that culminates in a public forum and the produc- 
tion of a report summarizing the panel’s conclusions about the topic at 
hand. 

The use of consensus conferences was pioneered in Denmark and is 
now being widely adopted in Europe as a process for giving ordinary citi- 
zens a real chance to make their voices heard in debates on technology 
policy. “Not only are laypeople elevated to positions of preeminence, but 
a carefully planned program of reading and discussion culminating in a 
forum open to the public ensures that they become well-informed prior to 
rendering judgment,” says Loka Institute director Richard Sclove. “Both 
the forum and the subsequent judgment, written up in a formal report, be- 
come a focus of intense national attention—usually at a time when the 
issue at hand is due to come before Parliament. Though consensus con- 
ferences are hardly meant to dictate public policy, they do give legislators 
some sense of where the people who elected them might stand on im- 
portant questions. They can also help industry steer clear of new products 
or processes that are likely to spark public opposition.”'” 

The Loka Institute also advocates increased funding for “community- 
based research” that is initiated and often carried out in collaboration 
with civic, grassroots, and workers groups. “This research differs from the 
bulk of the research and development conducted in the United States, 
most of which—at a cost of over $200 billion per year—is performed in 
response to business, military, or government needs or in pursuit of acad- 
emic interests.”'® In 1994, Sclove notes, the Pepsi company announced 
plans to spend $50 million—approximately five times as much as the total 
annual U.S. investment in community-based research—to reinvent its 
Doritos-brand tortilla chips, intensifying the flavor on the outer surface, 
rounding the chip’s corners, and redesigning the package. “A society that 
can afford $50 million to reinvent the Doritos chip can do better than $10 
million for community-based research,” he says. 

If “community-based research” sounds like some pie-in-the-sky idea, 
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Sclove points out that it is already a common practice in Holland, where 
the Dutch have developed a network of “science shops’ that respond to 
some 2,000 annual research requests. Other science shops have been es- 
tablished in Austria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, England, Germany, 
Malaysia, Northern Ireland, and Romania, as well as in the United States. 
In Highlander, Tennessee, for example, a local community group worked 
with university researchers to conduct health surveys and videotaped 
waste dumping by a local tanning company that was polluting the town’s 
drinking water. In New York City, high school students collected and an- 
alyzed data on diesel exhaust exposure and lung function among their fel- 
low students, coauthoring an article that was published in the July 1999 
issue of the peer-reviewed Journal of Public Health. 

These are only a couple of examples of how increased democracy 
and citizen participation could be brought to bear upon the scientific and 
policymaking process. The obstacles to doing this are not technical or 
economic; they are social and political. Society’s failure to incorporate 
citizen participation into the scientific process reflects our assumption 
that scientific topics are too complex for the average citizen. In 1992, 
however, a study conducted by John Doble and Amy Richardson of the 
Public Agenda Foundation, a nonprofit organization founded by opinion 
pollster Daniel Yankelovich, found that even people who don't normally 
pay attention to scientific issues can do a good job of making science- 
related policy decisions. Doble and Richardson recruited a representative 
cross-section of 402 people from different parts of the United States to 
participate. They were given short, balanced presentations about two tech- 
nically complex issues—global warming and solid waste disposal—and 
were then asked to discuss and decide what they thought would be the 
best policy solutions for dealing with those issues. Doble and Richardson 
also polled 418 leading U.S. scientists regarding the same issues. By and 
large, they found, the lay participants in the study made the same policy 
choices as the scientists. With regard to global warming, for example, 
both groups favored more spending on mass transit, higher fuel-efficiency 
standards for cars, tax incentives to encourage energy conservation, and 
programs to plant trees. “Our conclusion from this exercise is that the pub- 
lic as a whole—not just those who are attentive to science—can intelli- 
gently assess scientifically complex issues, even when experts are 
uncertain,” Doble and Richardson stated.!? 
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Even when the two groups made different policy choices, Doble 
added, the differences “seemed to stem not from different scientific un- 
derstanding but from different value judgements.” For example, scientists 
“understood very clearly that nuclear power does not contribute to the 
global warming problem, and felt that the country needs to build more nu- 
clear power plants by a very large margin. Sixty-eight percent of the sci- 
entists said that.” By contrast, only 36 percent of the nonscientists favored 
construction of nuclear power plants, but “in the discussion group, when 
people talked about the issue, it became clear that their concerns were not 
technical, they were managerial. . . . They didn’t trust the energy compa- 
nies, they didn’t trust the utilities, they didn’t trust the government regu- 
lators, they didn’t trust the boards that oversee all this stuff, they didn't 
trust those groups to manage the technology safely.” They understood the 
technical issues reasonably well, in other words, but for the public at 
large, those weren't the most important issues.*° 


Activate Yourself 


In understanding the hold that experts have on our lives, we should con- 
sider the role that we ourselves play as consumers of information. Most 
propaganda is designed to influence people who are not very active or in- 
formed about the topic at hand. There is a reason for this strategy. Propa- 
gandists know that active, informed people are likely to already hold strong 
opinions that cannot be easily swayed. The people who are most easily ma- 
nipulated are those who have not studied a subject much and are there- 
fore susceptible to any argument that sounds plausible. 

Of course, there is no way that anyone can be active and informed 
about every issue under the sun. The world is too complex for that, and 
our lives are too busy. However, each of us can choose those issues that 
move us most deeply and devote some time to them. Activism enriches our 
lives in multiple ways. It brings us into personal contact with other peo- 
ple who are informed, passionate, and altruistic in their commitment to 
help make the world a better place. These are good friends to have, and 
often they are better sources of information than the experts whose names 
appear in the newspapers or on television. Activism, in our opinion, is not 
just a civic duty. It is a path to enlightenment. 

This book has largely been a catalogue of disturbing trends and fail- 
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ures to live up to the promise of an informed, democratic society. It is im- 
portant to remember that these are not universal trends. We have de- 
scribed failures in the way the news media does its job, but there are also 
enterprising, committed journalists who take seriously their responsibility 
to serve as the public’s eyes and ears. In addition to reporters, there are ac- 
tivist congressional aides, government whistle-blowers, public-interest 
groups, and even trial lawyers who actively investigate and challenge the 
official doctrines of government and industry. Maude De Victor, for ex- 
ample, was a 23-year counselor with the U.S. Veterans Authority when she 
noted a pattern of illness among army veterans who had been exposed to 
Agent Orange. She brought it to the attention of CBS news correspondent 
Bill Kurtis, whose resulting exposé earned him a coveted Peabody Award 
and three Emmys. De Victor herself was rewarded by being fired, black- 
listed, and banned from full-time government work, but she is a heroine 
to people who long for government accountability and a world free of 
chemical toxins. 

Activists and whistle-blowers come from all walks of life. Emelda 
West, a great-grandmother in her 70s, helped campaign against toxic re- 
leases in low-income communities in Louisiana. In Pensacola, Florida, 
Margaret Williams heads Citizens Against Toxic Exposure, a group formed 
in 1991 to battle the Environmental Protection Agency's digging on a toxic 
site near her home. When residents—most of them elderly and not well- 
off financially—began suffering eye and skin irritations and breathing 
problems, she quickly learned about the poisonous effects of dioxin. Al- 
though her group lost the battle to stop the digging, it recently persuaded 
the federal government to pay for the relocation of all 358 families. 

Terri Swearingen had activism thrust upon her in 1982. “I was preg- 
nant with our one and only child,” she recalls. “That’s when I first learned 
of plans to build one of the world’s largest toxic waste incinerators in my 
community. When they began site preparation to begin building the in- 
cinerator in 1990, my life changed forever.”?! 

The incinerator, owned by a company called Waste Technologies In- 
dustries (WTI), was sited in East Liverpool, Ohio, just across the border 
from her home in West Virginia. It was situated in a floodplain, with 
homes nearby and an elementary school just 400 yards away. Worse yet, 
it was located in a valley that experiences frequent air inversions, which 
trap the air and prevent the escape of pollution. In short, it is about the 
worst place you could imagine building a giant hazardous waste facility 
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that emits dioxins, acid gases like hydrogen chloride, and heavy metals, in- 
cluding mercury, lead, and chromium. 

“Tm a registered nurse,’ Swearingen says, “so I've actually seen the ef- 
fects of lead poisoning in young children and the types of behavioral or de- 
velopmental problems that it produces. One of the first things I learned 
about WTI was that the government was going to let them emit 4.7 tons 
of lead annually. I thought, how can the government do this? How can 
they let them emit lead? Lead never breaks down. It never degrades. It just 
accumulates. When you know a little bit about the effects of lead, the rest 
is just common sense. That’s all you need to know to realize that they 
should never even consider building this thing next to a school.” 

When Swearingen first began trying to fight the incinerator, she says 
she was “at ground zero.” She picked up Rush to Burn, a 1989 book about 
waste incineration by reporters at Newsday magazine. “I read the book 
twice and highlighted sections with the people involved. Then | just 
started calling them up and asking for help. They said, ‘You're going to have 
to deal with this yourself.’ ” 

She learned to tap the expertise of people such as Paul Connett, a 
professor of chemistry at St. Lawrence University whom Swearingen calls 
“our secret weapon.” Connett helped translate complex scientific data 
into information that the community could understand. Other advice 
came from Herbert Needleman, the University of Pittsburgh researcher 
who has studied the neurotoxicology of lead in children, and David 
Ozonoff, chairman of Boston University’s School of Public Health. To 
help challenge a risk assessment from the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, she called on EPA whistle-blower Hugh Kaufman. 

Swearingen herself led more than 20 civil disobedience protests 
against the incinerator and even testified before the U.S. Congress. She 
helped make the incinerator such a high-profile issue that in 1992 Al 
Gore, then a candidate for vice president, promised to stop the project if 
he were elected. “The very idea of putting WTI in a floodplain, you know 
it’s just unbelievable to me,” Gore said. “For the safety and health of local 
residents rightfully concerned about the impact of this incinerator on 
their families and their future, a thorough investigation is urgently 
needed.”* 

Like many politicians’ promises, this one turned out to be worth less 
than the air in which it vibrated. Once in office, Gore backed down—not 
surprisingly, since Little Rock investment banker Jackson Stephens, the 
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Clinton-Gore campaign’s biggest financial backer, was involved in fi- 
nancing the incinerator. 

But even though the WTI incinerator was not stopped, it became a 
turning point against the construction of new incinerators. Swearingen’s 
dogged protests—including her willingness to get arrested for the cause— 
gained enough attention to prompt Ohio Governor George Voinovich to 
halt future incinerator construction. The day after she was jailed for a 
demonstration in front of the White House, the Clinton administration 
declared a national moratorium on new incinerator construction and re- 
vised its rules to require stricter limits on the release of dioxin and heavy 
metals. In April 1997, she received the prestigious Goldman Environ- 
mental Prize in recognition of her leadership. 

“I am not a scientist or a Ph.D,” Swearingen said upon accepting the 
award. “I am a nurse and a housewife, but my most important credential 
is that I am a mother. . . . We know what is at stake. We have been forced 
to educate ourselves, and the final exam represents our children’s future. 
... Because of this, we approach the problem with common sense and 
with passion. We don't buy into the notion that all it takes is better regu- 
lations and standards, better air pollution control devices and more bells 
and whistles. We don’t believe that technology will solve all of our prob- 
lems. We know that we must get to the front end of the problems, and that 
prevention is what is needed.””? 

She recalls talking about WTI recently with a 14-year-old girl. Upon 
learning that the incinerator was located next to a school, the girl blurted 
out, But that wouldn't take any research to know it’s wrong!” Swearingen 
marvels at a teenager's ability to grasp in a single sentence the point that 
eluded the EPA in its four-year, 4,000-page risk assessment. 

“We have to reappraise what expertise is and who qualifies as an ex- 
pert,” Swearingen says. “There are the experts who are working in the 
corporate interest, who often serve to obscure the obvious and challenge 
common sense; and there are experts and non-experts who are working in 
the public interest. From my experience, I am distrusting more and more 
the professional experts, not because they are not clever, but because they 
do not ask the right questions. And that’s the difference between being 
clever and being wise. Einstein said, ‘A clever person solves a problem; a 
wise person avoids it.’. . . Citizens who are working in this arena—people 
who are battling to stop new dump sites or incinerator proposals, people 
who are risking their lives to prevent the destruction of rain forests or 


QUESTIONING AUTHORITY 315 


working to ban the industrial uses of chlorine and PVC plastics—are often 
labeled obstructionists and anti-progress. But we actually represent 
progress—not technological progress, but social progress. We have be- 
come the real experts, not because of our title or the university we at- 
tended, but because we have been threatened and we have a different way 


of seeing the world.””4 


APPENDIX 


Recommended Resources 


any of the books and other resources that we have used in 
researching this book are cited in the footnotes. The sug- 
gestions below indicate other resources that we have found particularly 
important and that we recommend for further reading. 

There is one type of resource, however, that we endorse first and 
foremost: the public library. Librarians are a class of expert for which we 
have nothing but respect. They are trained not only in how to catalogue 
information but also in how to help patrons use a wide range of reference 
sources. Whether you are trying to understand the neurotoxicology of lead 
or investigate the funding of a Washington think tank, a few minutes 
spent talking to a librarian can often save hours of wasted time and yield 
remarkable discoveries. One of the trends during the past decade has 
been a retreat in public funding for libraries, as money has been shifted 
toward other information resources such as expensive computer systems. 
This is unfortunate, because often there is no substitute for talking to a 
human being with training in information sciences—especially in today’s 
age of data glut. We might add that we have never met a mean librarian. 
Free public libraries have been and remain an important resource for the 
maintenance of an informed public and a democratic society. Use them, 
and support them! 


BOOKS 


Sharon Beder, Global Spin: The Corporate Assault on Environmentalism 
(White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing Co., 1998). 
This book provides a comprehensive worldwide look at corporate anti- 
environmental PR campaigns, with chapters focusing on industry 
front groups, conservative think tanks, media strategies, efforts to tar- 
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get children, and the use of strategic lawsuits against public partici- 
pation (SLAPP suits) to harass corporate critics. 


Alex Carey, Taking the Risk Out of Democracy: Corporate Propaganda ver- 
sus Freedom and Liberty (Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
1997). This collection of essays by the late Australian academic Alex 
Carey is both inspiring and disturbing. “The twentieth century,’ Carey 
observed, “has been characterized by three developments of great po- 
litical importance: the growth of democracy, the growth of corporate 
power, and the growth of corporate propaganda as a means of pro- 
tecting corporate power against democracy.” 


Robert A. Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics (New Haven, CT: Yale Univer- 
sity Press, 1989). The concept of “democracy” is frequently invoked 
but rarely examined in political discussions. Dahl’s book provides 
both a historic and a theoretical examination of democracy, beginning 
with the city-states of ancient Greece and concluding with discussion 
of the directions in which democracy must move if democratic soci- 
eties are to exist in the future. 


William Greider, Who Will Tell the People: The Betrayal of American 
Democracy (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1992). One of the 
best books we have read on the ways that influence peddling operates 
in Washington. 


Theodore Roszak, The Cult of Information: A Neo-Luddite Treatise on 
High-Tech, Artificial Intelligence, and the True Art of Thinking (Berke- 
ley, CA: University of California Press, 1994). Although this book fo- 
cuses in particular on debunking the overhyped claims of computer 
scientists, it offers a wonderful, thoughtful, and in some places even 
poetic critique of the notion that computers can think for us and that 
“information” is equivalent to knowledge and wisdom. 


John Stauber and Sheldon Rampton, Toxic Sludge Is Good for You!: Lies, 
Damn Lies and the Public Relations Industry (Monroe, ME: Common 
Courage Press, 1995). This was our first book together and provided 
a detailed exposé of the techniques used by today’s multibillion-dollar 
PR industry, including a number of techniques that are not discussed 
here, such as “grassroots PR,” surveillance of activists, and corporate 
“divide and conquer’ strategies. 
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Washington Representatives (Washington, D.C.: Columbia Books). This 
annual directory is the best single reference work for tracking indi- 
viduals and organizations with offices in Washington, D.C., working 
as lobbyists, foreign agents, legal advisers, industry front groups, and 
public relations representatives. It is superbly researched, cross- 
referenced, and an excellent first source for examining the back- 
grounds, interests, and interconnections of those influencing federal 
policy and the media in the nation’s capital. Make sure your library 
carries it. 


Derk Arend Wilcox (ed.), The Right Guide and The Left Guide (Ann Arbor, 
MI: Economics America, Inc.). These two directories, updated every 
couple of years, provide excellent brief summaries on organizations, 
their political and ideological leanings, funding, leadership, tax status, 
and mission. Make sure your library carries these important refer- 
ence guides. 


PERIODICALS 


EXTRA! magazine is published by Fairness & Accuracy In Reporting 
(FAIR), a national media watchdog group that focuses awareness on 
the corporate allegiance of the media and its underrepresentation of 
points of view from women, minorities, and low-income groups. For 
information, contact FAIR, 130 W. 25th Street, New York, NY 10001; 
phone (212) 633-6700. 


O'Dwyer’ PR Services is a monthly trade publication of the public relations 
industry. Although unreservedly pro-PR, it offers honest reporting on 
the activities of PR firms and often better journalism than you'll find 
in the mainstream media. For subscription information, contact 
O’Dwyer’s, 271 Madison Ave., New York, NY 10016; phone (212) 
679-241. 


PR Watch, published quarterly by our own Center for Media & Democ- 
racy, offers investigative reporting on manipulative and deceptive 
practices of the public relations industry. For a sample copy, contact 
the Center for Media & Democracy, 520 University Avenue, Suite 
310, Madison, WI 53703; phone (608) 260-9713. Searchable back 


issues are available at www.prwatch.org. 
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Rachel's Environment and Health Weekly is a decade-old, two-page weekly 
newsletter on the cutting edge of environmental, health, and democ- 
racy issues. It is edited by Peter Montague and published by the non- 
profit Environmental Research Foundation, P.O. Box 5036, 
Annapolis, MD 21403. It is unabashedly activist and passionate, but 
very well written and documented, and it provides a good look at how 
good science can combine with a precautionary approach. The ERF 
is also happy to handle written and phone inquiries on issues of en- 
vironmental and health expertise, referring citizens and reporters to 
solid sources from the academic and activist communities. Search- 
able back issues are available at www.rachel.org. 


THE INTERNET 


Given the speed with which websites come and go, we have elected not 
to provide a list of recommended sites in this book. However, we 
maintain a list of recommended links online at the website of the 
Center for Media and Democracy, at the following address: 
www.prwatch.org/links/index.html. 


. Greg Miller and Leslie Helm, “Microsoft Tried to Grow ‘Grass Roots, 
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